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    As her life spirals into crisis, Ella Fairbrother takes a risk. Visiting an elite sex club, she accepts a proposal from a man known only as ‘X’. He wants her to wear a blindfold in the bedroom – to protect his anonymity – and in return, she’ll experience pleasure that’s off the charts. 
 
      
 
    A simple enough arrangement. 
 
      
 
    But it’s soon complicated by Max Delaney, the new owner of the publishing house where Ella works. Enigmatic, ruthless and devastatingly handsome, he’s a man who’s used to getting exactly what he wants. And right now, he wants Ella. 
 
      
 
    Addicted to her mystery lover’s touch, but plagued by questions over his true identity, Ella finds herself increasingly attracted to Max. So, what to believe about Mr Delaney? Rumours and gossip, or the claims of the man himself? 
 
      
 
    In a world where no one is quite what they seem, where should you place your trust? 
 
      
 
    X is the first book in The X, Y, Z Trilogy. 
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Preface 
 
      
 
    X, Y, Z is a trilogy about three brothers: Max, Sebastian and Zach. Each book is a standalone in its own right, and the trilogy as a whole works backwards in time. By the end of X, you’ll know exactly who ends up with who, but there will still be mysteries, twists and surprises along the way. 
 
      
 
    So, why am I working backwards in time? 
 
      
 
    Firstly, I just wanted to do something a little different. It’s a challenge mapping out a trilogy like this, dropping in little hints of things to come in the next instalment. 
 
      
 
    Secondly, most readers of romance books – including me – love their happy endings. We become so invested in the hero and heroine that we need them to get together. And let’s be honest, it’s never really a surprise when they do. So I’m working on the premise that it makes no difference that you know who couples up. It’s the journey that counts, not the destination! 
 
      
 
    Finally, readers often ask for more about minor characters. In this trilogy, the ‘more’ is built in. As you read on in the trilogy, you’ll find out more about all three brothers, and other characters too. 
 
      
 
    I really hope you enjoy X. Happy reading! 
 
      
 
    Mandy Lee 
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Chapter One 
 
      
 
    ‘What the hell are we doing?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t tell me you’ve chickened out.’ Marnie shoots me a look of disgust. 
 
    ‘But this is bonkers…’ 
 
    ‘I knew it. Second thoughts.’ 
 
    As if it’s some sort of comforter, I clutch at the leather holdall on my knee. Then I lean back, gaze at the passing scenery and wish I were anywhere but here. It must be half an hour since the concrete and brick of North London’s suburbs finally gave way to a labyrinth of winding country roads, and I’d love to enjoy the view, but I can’t. Because this certainly is bonkers. I’m sitting next to my best friend on the back seat of a black chauffeur-driven Mercedes…and we’re on our way to a sex club. 
 
    ‘For God’s sake,’ she grumbles. ‘You were totally up for it on Monday.’ 
 
    ‘That was Monday.’ 
 
    And she’s right. I was up for it. After all, when she called me late in the evening, hitting me with her mad proposition, I’d already downed at least half a bottle of red. She’d had an invite, she explained. The new man in her life had asked her to join him at a private members-only club, and she was desperate to go. So did I fancy tagging along? Was I up for a new experience? Something a bit naughty? If I’d been sober and sensible at the time, I would have given her a big, fat ‘no’. But the wine had already done its job, waving logic and sense out of the way…and leaving me wide open to temptation. 
 
    ‘What’s changed?’ Marnie demands. 
 
    I shrug. 
 
    ‘I don’t understand, Ella. You read about it all the bloody time.’ 
 
    ‘Because it’s my job.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, don’t give me that. You love the kink. You can’t stop talking about it.’ 
 
    A fair enough point, I suppose. Over the past few months – in the course of doing my job – I’ve read more erotica than anyone could shake the proverbial stick at. And somewhere deep inside, all that dubious reading material’s managed to stir up a growing intrigue in kinky stuff. 
 
    She raises an accusing finger. ‘And now you’ve actually got a chance to try it.’ 
 
    ‘Which I’m not taking,’ I interrupt. Because as the week raced on, logic and sense crept back into my head, warning me that might be a step too far. ‘Which is why I’ve brought some work with me.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ She gawps at the bag. ‘That’s what you’ve got in there? I thought it was a change of clothes.’ 
 
    ‘No. A manuscript.’ 
 
    ‘Jesus Christ,’ she laughs. ‘You’re priceless.’ 
 
    ‘Whatever.’ 
 
    Marnie smooths a hand over her tight, bottle-green satin dress, rearranges her tumbling locks of auburn hair, pulls a compact from her handbag and checks her make-up. To the outside world, she’s the epitome of a sassy, confident woman. But I know my friend well enough to understand that brash exterior’s nothing more than a shell. Beneath all the bravado, she’s just as insecure as me. And right now, just as nervous. She didn’t have the guts to come alone, and that’s the real reason she invited me along. Which brings me to the only reason I’m here – I didn’t want to let her down. 
 
    ‘It’s a bloody shame.’ She thrusts the compact back into her handbag. ‘This is exactly what you need. A good dose of kinky, no-strings sex.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve tried the no-strings sex thing,’ I remind her. Just the once. A couple of months ago. An evening at a nightclub: a dance, a kiss, a reckless decision. ‘It didn’t do anything for me.’ 
 
    ‘Because you missed out the kinky bit.’ 
 
    I tug at my black evening dress, urging the hem to my knees. ‘To be honest, I’ve thought about it, and I don’t see what difference handcuffs and ball gags are going to make. At the end of the day, it’s still in and out. Wham, bam, thank you ma’am.’ 
 
    ‘To be honest, you’re talking bollocks. You’re interested, and we both know it. You’re just pretending not to be interested because you’re scared.’ 
 
    Which is actually the truth, but I’m not about to admit it. Instead, I go back to staring out of the window. As the next few minutes slip past in silence, accompanied by nothing but the quiet hum of the engine, I try to take in the scenery again: hedgerows and fields bathed in an early evening glow, a world transformed by Autumn’s touch, the greens of Summer yielding to a patchwork of burnished reds and yellows, rich browns and golds. 
 
    ‘You know, it really is time to let go of the wreckage,’ she says. 
 
    ‘Jesus.’ 
 
    ‘And tonight could be the night.’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ I snap, regretting the fact I’d ever told her about the whole ‘wreckage’ thing. But unfortunately, I did, during a painfully long, wine-soaked session down the pub, explaining in great detail how my ship had gone down, leaving me stranded in some huge, God-forsaken, metaphorical ocean with nothing but debris to keep me afloat. But it was all okay, I’d assured her, because someday soon – when I was good and ready – I’d take a risk, let go and swim off into the great blue yonder. I never realised she’d cling to those drunken ramblings like some sort of mantra, dragging them up again and again. Stewing over the fact I’d ever opened up, I watch the sun sink a little further behind the horizon. 
 
    ‘Anyway, can we not talk about me any more? Why don’t we talk about you?’ 
 
    ‘Go ahead.’ 
 
    ‘What’s the deal with Christophe?’ 
 
    ‘It’s getting serious.’ 
 
    ‘Is it?’ Stunned by her admission, I turn back to her. ‘But you’ve only known him three weeks. Shouldn’t you slow down a bit?’ 
 
    I don’t know why I bother. This woman wouldn’t know ‘slow’ if it hit her in the face. Just like her mum, when it comes to the opposite sex, she’s afflicted with the ‘act first, think later’ approach. Which is precisely why, the very day we relocated to new premises in Canary Wharf, she hooked up with the dashing but dubious Christophe Dupont. On behalf of its new owners – the Delaney Empire – he paid a visit to Phillips Publishing to meet with the handful of disgruntled lambs who were about to be sacrificed on the altar of profit. And shortly after he talked Marnie through her forthcoming redundancy, he’d lured her into his bed. 
 
    ‘It’s long enough. It just feels right.’ 
 
    Just like it always felt right, on all the previous occasions when it had ended in disaster. 
 
    ‘Be careful,’ I mutter, because I can’t help wondering if Monsieur Dupont can smell the weakness beneath the façade; if he’s simply taking his fill before he discards her and buggers off, leaving me, yet again, to comfort her with tissues and chocolate...and more bloody wine. 
 
    ‘I am being careful. I just want to get to know him more. And this is...well...’ she waves at the window, ‘part of his life.’ 
 
    All the more reason to question his commitment. A man with a membership to a private sex club, and an obvious libertine: I doubt very much he’s into settling down. 
 
    But there’s no point arguing the toss with Marnie. A chronic sufferer of Jane Eyre Syndrome, she’d only inform me – in no uncertain terms – that she’s the woman to mend his damaged soul. 
 
    ‘What’s it like then?’ I ask, moving the conversation on. ‘This place?’ 
 
    ‘No idea.’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t Christophe say anything?’ 
 
    ‘He just said I’d like it.’ 
 
    ‘Of course he did. I bet it’s some grotty shed round the back of an industrial estate. All sticky floors and stained sheets.’ 
 
    ‘I think it’s a bit more up-market than that. He’s loaded.’ She rubs her thumb against the fingers of her right hand, long scarlet fingernails flashing about in the half-light. ‘He wouldn’t go shagging in a shed.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe not.’ But he’s definitely into shagging without bounds. 
 
    The car rounds a bend, takes a left and draws to a halt at a set of sturdy iron gates framed by a high brick wall. I crane my neck, peering past the chauffeur’s head at a security camera, an intercom and a quiet, understated sign – silver on black, an elegant, swirling script that simply reads: Nosce te ipsum – and decide this is clearly no entrance to a seedy industrial estate. 
 
    The driver lowers his window. The intercom crackles into life, and we’re announced. 
 
    ‘Mr Dupont’s guests.’ 
 
    The gates glide open in response, allowing the car to press on down a long, imposing driveway. Flanked to either side by vast oak trees, with branches knitting overhead, it’s as if we’re in a tunnel. Out of nowhere I’m thinking of Alice tumbling headlong down the rabbit hole into a Wonderland world of fantasy and nonsense. By the time the canopy gives way to the right, revealing a sprawling lawn and distant woodland, I’m half-expecting to spot the March Hare and Mad Hatter taking afternoon tea, the Queen of Hearts wielding a flamingo, a Cheshire cat grinning from the trees. Before I can share my Lewis Carroll-inspired reflections with Marnie, the car takes another turn and from behind the last of the trees, an impressive Art Deco mansion hoves into view. 
 
    ‘Wow,’ I breathe, utterly stunned. 
 
    Illuminated all round by ground lights, it’s a bone-white, flat-roofed building, totally asymmetrical. At the centre, a temple-like entrance welcomes guests with a row of concrete columns and narrow, metal-framed windows that ascend the entire height of the structure. I look up, catching the sight of greenery – a rooftop garden, perhaps – and the edge of something that might be a penthouse. And then I survey the buildings to either side: a modern three-storeyed extension to the left, still in keeping with the Art Deco style; and to the right, beyond a trellised area, a selection of smaller, individual lodges. 
 
    ‘See,’ Marnie announces. ‘Up-market, I told you.’ 
 
    ‘It certainly is.’ 
 
    The Mercedes draws to a halt at the front of the mansion, nestling in amongst a gathering of luxury cars: a Bentley, an Aston Martin, a Rolls-Royce, a couple of Porsches. The chauffeur opens Marnie’s door. Mesmerised, I dump my bag on the seat, get out and wait for her to join me. 
 
    ‘This is a sex club?’ I gurgle. 
 
    ‘Shh,’ she warns, coming to my side. ‘Don’t say those words.’ 
 
    With no further ado, she grabs me by the arm, drags me across the gravel and hauls me up a grand set of stone steps. I’m virtually shoved through the main doors, and only released when we both wheel to a halt in the entrance hall. 
 
    ‘My God,’ I gasp. 
 
    With a gleaming marble floor beneath my feet, plain stone-like walls reaching the full height of the building and a massive chandelier suspended above my head, it’s as if I’ve been transported into some classic 1930s Hollywood movie. Gathering my senses, I home in on the details: a pair of leather sofas: a marble desk guarding the entrance to an office; mahogany double doors to either side; another door at the rear, just to the left of the office; to the right, a swirling stone staircase fit for Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers to dance down; and finally, a series of portraits lining the walls. 
 
    In total awe, I move forward, scrutinizing one face after another. 
 
    ‘All originals.’ 
 
    I give a start. 
 
    That wasn’t Marnie’s voice. 
 
    Swivelling on my heels, I discover we’ve been joined by a woman who’s the perfect match for her surroundings. A short black dress clings to her skinny body. Perhaps in her early thirties, with raven hair crafted into a flawless bob, alabaster skin, blood-red lips and bright green eyes, she’s effortlessly glamorous, entirely self-contained and distinctly dangerous – the very likeness of a movie star from the black and white era. 
 
    ‘There’s nothing fake in these buildings.’ She points at one portrait after another, reeling off a list of artists I’ve never heard of. 
 
    I have no idea what to say in return. Instead, I glance at Marnie, silently begging for help. 
 
    ‘We’re here to meet Christophe Dupont,’ she offers. 
 
    ‘I know.’ The screen siren makes her way behind the desk and opens a leather-bound book. ‘And welcome. My name is Celine. I’m here to assist you.’ 
 
    In what way, I wonder. And welcome to where? So far, apart from the mysterious sign at the gate, I’ve seen no branding whatsoever. ‘Does this place have a name?’ I ask, approaching the desk. 
 
    ‘What would you like it to be called?’ Celine’s lips quiver. 
 
    A strange question. So strange, it throws me completely and I hear myself utter the first ridiculous thing that comes to mind. ‘Sex R Us?’ 
 
    ‘Ella,’ Marnie warns. ‘Behave.’ 
 
    Although Marnie’s clearly embarrassed, my flippancy doesn’t seem to bother the siren. Picking up a silver pen, she turns it in her fingers and studies the book. 
 
    ‘Most people simply refer to it as the club,’ she says. And then she proceeds with business. ‘Mr Dupont’s waiting for you in the bar.’ She motions to the doors on the right. ‘But before you join him, I need to ask you to sign in.’ She holds out the pen. ‘We’ve received your non-disclosures, but this is for safety purposes.’ 
 
    ‘Can you tell me something? I ask, taking the pen and filling in my name and address. ‘Why did we have to sign a non-disclosure?’ It’s been niggling me for two days now, ever since Marnie backed me into my office and refused to leave until I’d put my name to an NDA. 
 
    ‘It’s something we ask of all visitors.’ Celine’s crimson lips shift into an insincere smile. ‘We have some very high-profile members and guests here. They demand absolute confidentiality.’ 
 
    ‘I bet they do,’ I grumble, signing my name and handing the pen to Marnie. The truth is I don’t care who I bump into this evening – politician, celebrity, royalty, whatever. NDA or not, I won’t be letting anyone know I’ve visited this place. Whatever dignity I’ve got left, I’m not about to throw it away. 
 
    While Marnie fills in her details, I shuffle back to the portraits and set about studying them for a second time. I could spend all evening trying to work out what’s going on behind those strange expressions, but then I’d get no work done. And I still have that manuscript to read... 
 
    ‘Shit!’ I realise awe and wonder have stripped me of all presence of mind. 
 
    ‘What’s up?’ Marnie asks, dropping the pen. 
 
    ‘I’ve left the manuscript in the car.’ 
 
    ‘And?’ 
 
    ‘I need it.’ 
 
    ‘No, you don’t.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I do.’ Because if I keep my head down and appear busy, nobody’s going to bother me. 
 
    ‘Christophe’s driver isn’t going anywhere.’ 
 
    ‘He might need petrol.’ I wave a hand. ‘Or a burger.’ 
 
    Without waiting for Marnie’s reply, I race back out through the main doors. I haven’t even made it to the top of the steps when I slam into something. Vaguely aware of a crunching sound, I rebound a little, totter to one side, lose my balance and finally collapse onto my knees. 
 
    ‘Bollocks.’ I stare at a pair of black leather boots. ‘Sorry.’ 
 
    Raking up from the boots, past a pair of leather trousers and a leather jacket, I find myself staring at a face that wouldn’t go amiss on a magazine cover. With a crop of ruffled black hair, a pair of deep brown eyes and a rugged, slightly unshaven look, there’s no doubt about it: the man I’ve just barrelled into is off-the-scale handsome...and totally out of my league. Which is why it’s totally pointless when a flood of chemicals cause heart valves to flap, my pulse to set off on a roller-coaster ride, and both lungs to suddenly halve in size. 
 
    ‘Oh,’ I gasp, realising I’ve no idea what to say next, largely on account of the fact I’ve been hijacked by lust, and I can’t stop staring at his lips, which is hardly surprising seeing as they’re soft, sensuous, and utterly kissable. 
 
    ‘Are you okay?’ they ask. 
 
    I sense a tremor deep inside. Good grief. That voice. All deep and rich and husky, it could turn a woman to mush. 
 
    ‘Er...yes.’ And I mustn’t turn to mush. ‘Fine,’ I squeak, trying to shake some sense into my head. 
 
    He says nothing else. Instead, he locks his hands around my arms and helps me back to my feet. Within seconds, I’m staring at his chest, realising that he must be well over six feet tall, because although I’m five feet six and wearing a pair of heels, I still have to look up to find his eyes. And when I do, I’m in deeper trouble still, because they’re absolutely stunning: smooth and rich and silky, deep, dark pools criss-crossed here and there with delicate coffee swirls; tiny black spindles radiating out through chocolate irises. In an instant, I’m mesmerised...and I’m beginning to suspect the magic’s working both ways. If there were any semblance of normality, he’d let me go now, step back and apologise in the most gentlemanly of ways. 
 
    But he doesn’t. 
 
    ‘Do I...’ My voice cracks with nerves, and it’s nothing to do with some insane, instantaneous physical attraction. No. It’s brought on by a new notion materialising in my brain, bringing with it an unmistakable sense of unease. ‘Do I know you?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think so.’ 
 
    ‘No, of course not.’ 
 
    Well, he’s certainly not a politician, and definitely not royalty. I can only suppose I’ve seen him on television, maybe in films. I’m digging through possibilities when he looks away, down to the right. I follow the direction of his gaze, spotting a motorbike helmet lounging on the gravel. 
 
    ‘Shit.’ Well, that accounts for the crunching sound. I must have knocked it out of his hands. ‘I’m so sorry.’ 
 
    With a shrug, he releases me and descends the steps, moving in an effortlessly sexy way that threatens to whisk me into a lather. I watch him lean down to pick up the helmet, slaver over his obviously pert backside, decide his buttocks must be as hard as granite, and finally give myself a good mental slap for being a shallow, filthy-minded, lecherous pervert. 
 
    ‘Is it okay?’ I ask. 
 
    He straightens up, examines the helmet and brushes a hand across its surface. ‘It’s fine.’ 
 
    ‘I can pay for any damage.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry.’ 
 
    Totally self-possessed, he mounts the steps again. I’m fully expecting him to push straight past, but he stops right in front of me, a little too close for comfort. 
 
    ‘Did you hurt yourself?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. I mean no.’ God, I’m babbling. ‘No. I didn’t hurt myself.’ 
 
    I’m jolted out of idiot mode by the roar of an engine. Peering past Motorbike Man, I find Christophe’s Mercedes pulling out of its parking spot. Just as I’d feared, the driver’s probably off for a sneaky burger. 
 
    ‘Bugger!’ Temporarily forgetting the god of a man in front of me, I scurry down the steps. ‘Oi!’ I shout. ‘Don’t go! I need my bag!’ 
 
    Desperate to rescue the manuscript, I’m far too busy hurtling after the car and banging on the driver’s window to notice anything else. By the time I’ve rescued the bag and scuttled back to the steps, Motorbike Man’s disappeared, leaving me to scour the car park in disappointment. No sign of a motorbike. He must have taken me for a complete lunatic, and made a break for it. 
 
    I’m still in a daze when I re-join Marnie in the entrance hall. 
 
    ‘Ah, you’ve got your bag,’ Celine notes. ‘Come with me. I’ll show you both to the bar.’ 
 
    We’re shepherded through the doors to the right, straight into a vast, opulent space that stuns us both to a halt. And then, while we gawp and gasp at our surroundings, Celine makes a quiet exit. 
 
    ‘Fuck me,’ Marnie mutters. 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t say that too loud,’ I laugh. ‘Not here. You never know what might happen.’ 
 
    ‘But look at it.’ 
 
    ‘I am looking at it.’ 
 
    All of it. 
 
    I’m looking at the highly polished tiles beneath my feet and an open set of floor-to-ceiling bi-folds at the far end of the room. I’m looking at the gold chandeliers above my head, and a series of risqué paintings adorning cream-coloured walls alongside gilt-framed mirrors. I’m looking at wisely chosen antique ornaments on shelves and sideboards and occasional tables, at vases brimming over with fresh white roses. I’m looking at luxury, pure and simple. And finally, I’m looking at the bar. A long, carved mahogany number stretching almost the full width of the room, it’s staffed by two immaculately dressed bar-tenders...and it’s calling to me. 
 
    ‘Can we get a drink now?’ I ask. 
 
    ‘In a minute. There’s Christophe.’ 
 
    While Marnie weaves a path through various gatherings of leather armchairs, I follow in her wake, nodding to a handful of fairly normal-looking people along the way, relieved to find that where I’d expected latex, leather, rubber and chains, I’m presented with nothing more than designer dresses and expensive suits. By the time we reach Christophe’s table, he’s already on his feet, greeting us with a broad grin. 
 
    ‘I was beginning to think you weren’t coming,’ he says, giving Marnie a chaste kiss on the cheek before he turns to me. ‘Ella. So glad you could make it.’ He takes my hand and plants a firm kiss on it. 
 
    Fighting back a grimace, I wonder – yet again – what on earth Marnie sees in him. In his mid-thirties, with charcoal hair and slate-grey eyes, he’s certainly handsome, in a rakish sort of way. And from the two previous occasions I’ve encountered him up close – once on an evening out, and once for lunch – I know he’s friendly enough, intelligent, attentive to Marnie, interested in everyone he meets. And on top of that, he speaks English almost like a native, with a French accent that’s not overly thick. Some women might find it sexy – Marnie certainly does – but it has no effect on me. In fact, in spite of all the plusses, there’s something about this man that puts me on my guard. 
 
    ‘Please, ladies, take a seat.’ 
 
    He moves to my side, manoeuvring an armchair into place. One of his two companions stands and does the same for Marnie. As soon as we’re all seated, Christophe raises a hand, signals for a waitress to approach and manages a drinks order. 
 
    And then he spots my bag. ‘What’s this?’ 
 
    ‘A bit of reading,’ I explain. ‘Work-related.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve brought work with you?’ 
 
    I glance at my companions, discovering a look of amusement on every face. 
 
    ‘This isn’t really a place for work, Ella,’ Christophe laughs. ‘More a place for relaxation and pleasure.’ 
 
    If he thinks that’s enough to get me throwing caution to the wind and taking part in an orgy, he’s got another think coming. 
 
    ‘Reading is enough relaxation and pleasure for me,’ I assure him. 
 
    ‘Perhaps you’re too nervous to try?’ 
 
    ‘It just doesn’t interest me.’ 
 
    ‘Nobody’s going to force you into anything.’ He leans over and kisses Marnie’s shoulder. ‘But you shouldn’t knock it before you try it.’ 
 
    ‘It’s just not for me. I’ll be fine. I’ll probably just...’ I wave to the open windows, ‘sit out there.’ 
 
    ‘Your choice.’ He smiles, reminding me of a shark revealing its teeth. ‘Your drinks are all on my tab. Talking of which...’ 
 
    The waitress returns, placing a flute of champagne in front of Marnie and a huge glass of white wine in front of me. Immediately, I pick up the glass and slug back a mouthful: although I’ve resolved not to indulge in any sexual shenanigans tonight, I’m still in need of fortification. And while Christophe sets about presenting his two companions – the CEO of a PR company and a barrister – I take a few more sips. By the time he decides to introduce the females at the table, I’m almost half-way down the glass. 
 
    ‘This is Marnie Little, Editorial Assistant for Children’s Books at Phillips.’ 
 
    ‘Not for much longer,’ Marnie grumbles. 
 
    ‘Out of my control, my sweet.’ He gestures to me. ‘And Ella Fairbrother, Assistant Editor for Romance.’ 
 
    We spend the next few minutes dragging our heels through a thoroughly inane discussion of favourite books, after which conversation veers off in the general direction of club gossip. While Marnie listens intently, I slug back the rest of my wine, catch the attention of a waitress...and order another. 
 
    ‘I see Sebastian’s got a new henchman.’ The barrister nods to the bar. ‘Whatever happened to Alex? Did you find out?’ 
 
    Christophe shrugs. ‘Some disagreement over pay. He moved abroad. Didn’t have much choice. Five years of working for Sebastian, and he couldn’t even get a reference.’ 
 
    ‘That must have been some disagreement.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s just say he caught Sebastian at a bad time.’ 
 
    ‘I heard rumours.’ The barrister lifts his drink. ‘Someone’s been chasing the dragon again.’ 
 
    Christophe tuts loudly. ‘Scurrilous rumours, my friend. You know this place has a strict policy on that sort of thing.’ 
 
    ‘Like it makes any difference,’ the barrister says. ‘So, this new one?’ 
 
    ‘Ned. Some sort of SAS reject. That’s all I know.’ 
 
    ‘How very dull,’ the CEO interjects, rising to his feet. ‘I don’t know about you, but I think it’s assignation time. I’ll see you ladies later.’ 
 
    I watch him join a couple of women at the bar. Leaning into them, he says something that makes their eyes light up. 
 
    ‘Well, I can’t let him have both to himself,’ the barrister laughs. ‘Nice to have met you both.’ 
 
    Getting up, he follows his associate, leaving the three of us to sit in an awkward silence that’s thankfully broken by the arrival of the waitress. 
 
    ‘Another?’ Marnie demands. ‘I didn’t see you order that.’ 
 
    ‘You were too busy singing the praises of The Famous Five.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t get drunk,’ she warns. 
 
    ‘Oh, I’m sure Ella can handle a couple of drinks.’ Christophe finishes off his whisky. ‘Now, ma petite, shall we go and enjoy ourselves?’ 
 
    She throws me a glance that seems to say, ‘What the hell am I doing?’ I shrug in return. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ she says, her voice suddenly small. 
 
    ‘Then allow me to introduce you to a whole new world.’ He stands. ‘Room four. Join me when you’re ready. See you later, Ella. Enjoy your work.’ 
 
    I watch him saunter out of the bar. And then I look at my friend. 
 
    ‘This is weird, isn’t it?’ she asks. 
 
    ‘You’ve only just noticed?’ 
 
    We break into laughter. 
 
    ‘Go on,’ I urge her. ‘Go and have some fun. I’ll just make believe I’m in an upmarket hotel, sit outside, drink expensive wine and read my manuscript.’ 
 
    ‘Do not get wasted,’ she warns again. 
 
    ‘Not happening,’ I snap. 
 
    ‘I just want to see you happy again.’ 
 
    ‘I’m alright,’ I reassure her. ‘Back on track.’ 
 
    Which is a lie. And we both know it. 
 
    ‘Right.’ Getting up, Marnie straightens her dress and sucks in a huge, jittery breath. ‘Here we go. To infinity and beyond.’ Biting her bottom lip, she weaves an uncertain path towards the entrance hall. 
 
    Finally left alone, I gaze through the bi-fold doors to a terrace area. It seems deserted out there, and that’s exactly what I want. Picking up my glass and bag, I make my way outside. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    As soon as I step through the doors, I falter...because the terrace isn’t deserted at all. Over to the right, out of sight of the bar, two men are deep in conversation. I’m tempted to retreat inside, but the fact that they’re fully engaged in each other’s company persuades me to stick to my guns. Heading for a table at the far end of the lit veranda, I settle in for the evening. And with the babble of conversation muted from here, I can almost forget what’s going on behind me. Slowly, very slowly, I begin to relax, resigning myself to waiting out a strange situation and silently resolving never again to land myself in a pickle like this. A waitress arrives, offering a fresh glass of wine. And then, under the mild heat of a patio heater, I dig out my iPad and dive into the manuscript. Before long, I’m oblivious to anything but the story. I have no idea how much time has passed when I’m jolted back to reality. 
 
    ‘You okay?’ 
 
    I find myself presented with the second utterly scrumptious man of the evening – this place must be infested with them. Tall, lean and dressed in a pair of jeans and a shirt, he bears an uncanny resemblance to Motorbike Man. But I seem to have used up my lust quota for the night, because his good looks just don’t have the same effect. 
 
    ‘Fine, thanks.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not familiar. Are you here with someone?’ 
 
    ‘My friend. She’s…erm...’ I glance back at the doors. 
 
    ‘Left you alone?’ 
 
    ‘She’s got things to do.’ I shrug, embarrassed, because we both know exactly what sort of ‘things’ I’m referring to. 
 
    ‘I bet she does. But I can’t have you sitting out here all on your own.’ He offers a hand. ‘Sebastian Delaney. I own this place.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’ I reach up and shake the hand, my brain firing into life. This must be the Sebastian Christophe and his friends were talking about, the one who doesn’t give references to his staff. ‘Nice to meet you.’ 
 
    He calls to the second man. ‘Max! Over here!’ 
 
    His companion turns...and my heart stalls. 
 
    Shit. No. It’s him. Mr Hotness himself. 
 
    ‘Come on, Max,’ Sebastian taunts. ‘Don’t be a party-pooper! This lady’s all on her own.’ 
 
    ‘No, no, I’m fine,’ I protest, but it’s too late because Sebastian’s already taken a seat opposite me, and Max is on his feet. No longer in leathers, he’s now dressed in a pair of faded jeans and a long-sleeved jersey top. 
 
    ‘I suppose we ought to do this formally,’ Sebastian says. ‘Allow me to introduce my big brother, Max.’ 
 
    ‘Brother?’ 
 
    Synapses fire. Connections are made...and I wince. If he’d been wearing a suit and had a shave, and if I hadn’t been caught off-guard by a surprise collision, I would have stood a better chance. But now I know exactly why Mr Hotness seemed so familiar. He’s none other than Max Delaney, eldest son of Philip Delaney, owner of DelCorp: the vast monster of a media empire that recently swallowed up the publishing house I work for, the monster that’s in the process of decimating everything I love. 
 
    ‘Nice to meet you.’ I force a nervous smile. 
 
    While Max takes a seat to my right, I silently will the physical attraction to take a hike, but it’s another pointless exercise. As soon as he leans back in his chair and makes eye contact, I’m rendered speechless, imagining those lips firmly pressed against mine, those big hands holding my body tight; skin on skin, warmth on warmth, electric shocks coursing through every last nerve and fibre as he takes me...mercilessly. I close my eyes for a second or two, desperately trying to fight back the lust, but it isn’t easy. The trouble is, this fire was ignited before I knew who he was, and it’s not that easy to extinguish, not for me at any rate. But as for Max Delaney, not only has he changed his outfit since I last met him, he’s also apparently changed his entire attitude. The interest is gone, and now he’s studying me with what I can only describe as a cold disdain, which is more than enough to raise my hackles. 
 
    ‘Again,’ he mutters. 
 
    I look away, thinking back to the research I did when rumours of a take-over first leaked, wishing I’d spent less time on the father and more on the son. From the few pictures I saw on the internet, I remember thinking he was handsome, but nothing prepared me for just how stunning he is in the flesh...or how rude. 
 
    ‘And you are?’ he demands. 
 
    Well, at least he hasn’t recognised me. And it’s not surprising, seeing as I’m now buried away on the thirty-fifth floor of the Delaney headquarters while he’s lording it about at the top, barely showing an interest in the empire he’s in line to take over. I’m sure he wouldn’t recognise my name if he heard it, but better safe than sorry. So, what is my name? Brenda? Sharon? Edna? In a complete panic, I glance at the trellis dividing the veranda from the car park. 
 
    ‘Ivy.’ That’ll have to do. 
 
    ‘What a lovely name,’ Sebastian says. 
 
    Thankful for the interruption, I turn my attention to the younger brother. Totally relaxed and completely at ease, he’s the polar opposite of his evil, but thoroughly gorgeous sibling. 
 
    ‘Tell me something about yourself, Ivy. What do you do?’ 
 
    ‘What do I do?’ Good God. From the expression on Sebastian’s face, I’m pretty sure he’s asking about sexual preferences. 
 
    ‘As in a job?’ he elaborates. 
 
    ‘Oh, that. Yes, a job.’ I’d better be careful. The Devil incarnate’s sitting by my side. I may well be plotting my escape from his father’s dark empire – an informal interview lined up next week with a rival publishing house – but you never know. ‘I’m a teacher,’ I lie. 
 
    ‘What do you teach?’ 
 
    ‘Children.’ 
 
    ‘Naughty.’ Sebastian waves a finger. ‘You know what I mean.’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ So, what do I teach? I plump for the first thing that comes to mind. ‘English...in a secondary school.’ 
 
    ‘Which school?’ 
 
    Damn it. He suspects I’m lying, and now he’s pushing me until I make a mistake. Which won’t take long. ‘Erm... London.’ But where in London? ‘Neasden. You wouldn’t know it.’ And more to the point, neither would I, seeing as I’ve never been to Neasden in my entire life. 
 
    I’m one question away from being discovered when Sebastian gives up. Apparently satisfied with my shoddy story, he nods and takes a mouthful of wine. ‘We don’t get many teachers round here.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure you don’t. This sort of thing isn’t exactly in a teacher’s income bracket.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not in many people’s income bracket.’ He raises an eyebrow. ‘So what brings you here? Letting off steam after a hard day at the chalk face?’ 
 
    ‘No, no, no, no...’ With a furious shake of the head, I realise I’m going over the top with denials. ‘My friend, Marnie. She was invited by a member. Didn’t want to come on her own. I’m here for moral support.’ 
 
    ‘More likely immoral in this place.’ Sebastian laughs. ‘So, you’re both guests. But who are you guests of?’ 
 
    There’s no way I can lie about this. After all, Sebastian must know the name of everyone who visits this place. ‘Christophe Dupont.’ 
 
    The brothers exchange silent glances. 
 
    ‘You know him?’ I ask. 
 
    ‘We both know him,’ Max intervenes. Beneath hooded lids, his eyes glint in the lamplight, and I sense a flutter down below. ‘Is your friend with Christophe now?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. They’re...’ I point back at the open doors. God knows why. ‘You don’t approve?’ 
 
    With a grimace, Max Delaney turns away. 
 
    ‘Don’t mind Max,’ Sebastian takes over. ‘He’s a bit of a prude.’ 
 
    ‘Is he?’ I don’t know whether it’s down to the wine, or the fact that I’m seriously attracted to an utter shit who seems determined to look down his handsome nose at me, but those hackles are still firmly in the ‘up’ position, and suddenly I’m gripped by an urge to needle the bastard who’s stuck a big fat spanner into my life. ‘So why is he here, then?’ 
 
    ‘To visit me. He doesn’t make use of our facilities. Doesn’t know what he’s missing.’ 
 
    ‘When you’re in the public eye, you have to be careful,’ Max says. 
 
    ‘And you’re in the public eye?’ I ask with all the innocence I can muster. 
 
    Sebastian puts down his glass. ‘You don’t recognise him, do you?’ 
 
    ‘No, should I?’ I watch Max shoot his brother a warning glance. 
 
    ‘Oh, come on,’ Sebastian complains. ‘She’s going to find out sooner or later, especially seeing as she’s here with Christophe.’ He turns to me. ‘DelCorp. Our lovely father owns it, and Max here just about runs it these days. He’s the heir apparent.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’ More feigned innocence. 
 
    ‘So...’ Sebastian pretends to zip his mouth. ‘It’s public knowledge I own this place, but not public knowledge Max visits. Could get sticky with the press.’ 
 
    ‘But, doesn’t he own the press?’ 
 
    ‘Not all of it.’ Max cuts in, dismissively. ‘Listen, Seb. I can’t stay long.’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’ 
 
    ‘Things to do.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, get your head out of your arse. Live a little.’ He surveys the glasses. ‘Time for another drink. I take it you still don’t want anything, Max.’ 
 
    ‘No, thank you.’ 
 
    While I ponder over the wisdom of another glass of wine, and think to hell with it, Sebastian gets to his feet. 
 
    ‘I won’t be long, Ivy. Don’t go anywhere...whatever this one says to you.’ 
 
    And with that, he disappears inside, leaving me with a man who seems intent on not saying a word to me. And with nothing else to do in the meantime, while Max stares into the shadows and indulges in some grade A brooding, I take the opportunity for another spot of ogling, taking in his broad shoulders and impressive biceps. From the way his jersey falls, I can tell he’s well-built, not overly muscly. And that’s about it. The rest isn’t so easy to decipher. For a moment, I wonder if his torso’s ripped to within an inch of its life or whether he goes for a more subtle look, and then I give up on the guessing game – because it’s going nowhere. Instead, I decide to bother the sex god with a little inane chat. 
 
    ‘I thought you’d gone. Didn’t see a motorbike in the car park.’ 
 
    ‘Seb’s garage,’ he murmurs, utterly guarded. 
 
    A couple more minutes drag by in silence. I shuffle about in my seat and sigh, and check my mobile, and sigh again. 
 
    ‘So, you’re here with Dupont?’ he asks at last. 
 
    A shimmer of desire spills through my body – and it’s all down to that bloody husky voice. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ I snap, doing my best to put an end to lust, because desire and Delaney just don’t go together. 
 
    ‘How long have you known him?’ 
 
    ‘Not long.’ 
 
    ‘How did you meet him?’ 
 
    ‘Why do you want to know?’ 
 
    He turns to me. ‘How did you meet him?’ he repeats. 
 
    I have no idea where this line of questioning’s coming from, and even less idea where it’s heading. ‘Like I said, he’s Marnie’s friend. Not mine. I’ve met him a couple of times. I’m here to back her up.’ 
 
    ‘Tell your friend to steer clear.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    He gives no reply. 
 
    ‘Why?’ I push. ‘He seems alright to me.’ 
 
    ‘Looks can be deceptive.’ 
 
    ‘Can’t they just?’ 
 
    Pulling back a little, he frowns. ‘Yes, that was a dig at you,’ I’d like to tell him, but I’m pretty sure he’s already managed to work it out for himself. And anyway, he’s clearly determined to press on with the issue of Christophe Dupont. 
 
    ‘The man’s a shit,’ he says. 
 
    ‘Really?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Care to explain?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    And that does it. I flip straight into anger mode, and I know exactly why. It’s because I’m in the presence of a heartless, spoiled, stinking rich bastard who’s the proud owner of an over-inflated ego, a super-inflated sense of entitlement, and a distinct surfeit of unwarranted contempt. Powered by the fact that he doesn’t have a clue who I really am – which doesn’t matter anyway, because I’ll soon be out of his orbit – it’s all too tempting. I know enough about this man to understand he’s despicable, and I’m willing to bet he’s not often told that to his face. I might as well give him a few home truths. After all, my name’s Ivy and I’m an English teacher...so I’ve got nothing to lose. 
 
    ‘Well, I suppose it takes one to know one.’ 
 
    Immediately, I wish I could suck the words back in, but it’s too late. The alcohol’s taken effect, and I’ve gone too far. Oh well, I tell myself, swigging down another mouthful, what’s done is done. I’ll just have to deal with the consequences. Gathering all my resolve, I fix him with a hard stare. 
 
    ‘You’re calling me a shit?’ he demands. 
 
    ‘I certainly am.’ 
 
    ‘And you’re basing that on?’ 
 
    ‘The fact that you’re downright rude.’ 
 
    ‘I’m rude?’ 
 
    ‘I’d say so.’ 
 
    ‘But you’re the one calling me a shit.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a free country.’ 
 
    ‘You have no idea what I’m like.’ 
 
    ‘I’m a good judge of character.’ 
 
    The poker face disappears. But not for long. It’s briefly replaced with a narrow-eyed smile before it slips firmly back into place. ‘A woman who can judge a man simply by looking at him. Interesting.’ 
 
    ‘Isn’t it?’ Finishing off my second glass of wine, I’m desperate for a third. 
 
    ‘So, apart from the fact that I’m a rude shit, what other spurious conclusions have you come to?’ The slightest hint of a sneer touches his lips. 
 
    And I can’t help feeling I’m an annoying fly he’d like to swat. ‘You’re obviously stinking rich,’ I press on. If he’s determined to swat me, I might as well give him a damn good reason for it. ‘That motorbike you’ve stored away in your brother’s garage, I bet it’s top of the range.’ 
 
    ‘Correct. A Ducati.’ 
 
    ‘Gold-plated?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be ridiculous.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose you’ve got an Aston Martin back at home.’ 
 
    ‘And a Bentley. And a Jag.’ 
 
    ‘I knew it.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I see. You’re a psychic.’ He straightens up in his seat. ‘What does it matter to you how I get from A to B?’ 
 
    ‘It doesn’t. It just shows money’s no object to a man like you. It shows you haven’t got the slightest clue how ordinary people live.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve never claimed to...’ 
 
    ‘And you don’t care,’ I interrupt. ‘Because like every other millionaire on the planet, you’ve got where you are by screwing over the little people, the meaningless people like me.’ 
 
    ‘How astute.’ A full-on grimace makes a brief appearance. ‘Just wrong on one count. I’m a billionaire.’ 
 
    ‘Even worse.’ 
 
    ‘Oh dear, we seem to have a Marxist in the club.’ 
 
    Out of nowhere, a waitress arrives. She places two fresh glasses of wine on the table and removes the empties. I wait for her to be out of earshot before I go on. 
 
    ‘I’m no Marxist,’ I growl, ‘but I’m no fan of the greedy super-rich either.’ 
 
    ‘This all sounds very personal.’ 
 
    ‘It is. My best friend’s being made redundant from a job she loved by a man like you.’ Oh dear, I’m getting too close to the mark. And I’d better make sure Marnie doesn’t lay eyes on Max Delaney. I wouldn’t put it past her to knee him in the groin. 
 
    ‘Another teacher?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be silly.’ 
 
    He leans forward. ‘Let me remind you of something, Ivy. It’s people like me who provide jobs for people like you...and your friend.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, that’s why you do it then. I thought it was all down to profit margins.’ I reach for my glass. 
 
    In an instant, he grabs my hand, forces it onto the table and holds it flat. 
 
    ‘What the fuck do you think you’re doing?’ I growl. 
 
    ‘I think you’ve had too much.’ 
 
    ‘Back off. I’ll do what I like. And don’t you dare touch me again.’ 
 
    With a twitch of the lips, he draws back his hand and watches me take a defiant gulp of my drink. 
 
    ‘So,’ he says. ‘I’m rude, rich, greedy and ruthless. Anything else you’d like to add to my list of misdemeanours?’ 
 
    I spend a moment searching for the right adjectives. A whole flurry of them arrive all at once. ‘Arrogant. Dismissive. Power-hungry. Controlling.’ 
 
    ‘Controlling?’ 
 
    ‘I’d lay money on it.’ 
 
    His eyes flicker with something, but I have no chance to nail it down because I’m thoroughly distracted by a flutter between my legs. Damn it to hell and back. When you’re in the middle of insulting a man, it’s really no time to come over all horny. 
 
    ‘You’re judging my morality.’ He leans in further, lowering his voice. ‘And yet we’re both guests at a sex club. I’m here to see my brother. What’s your excuse?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve already told you. I’m here for my friend.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t believe you.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t care what you believe.’ 
 
    ‘I dare say you don’t. But about an hour ago, out there on the steps, you were totally up for it.’ 
 
    He delivers a smouldering gaze that leaves me uncomfortably overheated. 
 
    ‘Up for what?’ 
 
    ‘You know exactly what.’ Satisfied, he leans back in his chair. I’m certain he’s about to suggest we get a room when he looks up at something behind me. ‘Seb, you’re back.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry about that. Problems in the kitchen. Evie can’t help. In no fit state.’ 
 
    With a shrug, Max pulls his mobile from a back pocket and fires off a text. 
 
    ‘Ah, the drinks are here.’ Sebastian settles himself back into his chair. ‘Has my brother been charming you, Ivy?’ 
 
    ‘Hardly.’ 
 
    ‘Max, I’m disappointed in you.’ He frowns at his brother. ‘I thought you were going to play nice.’ 
 
    Mr Delaney slips the mobile back into his pocket and turns away again. 
 
    ‘Don’t take it personally,’ Sebastian goes on. ‘He’s in a grump today. Only made a couple of million. If he doesn’t make at least ten, he sulks.’ 
 
    That earns him a scowl from his brother. ‘Fuck off, Cyril.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, the C word. Why don’t you fuck off, Peregrine?’ 
 
    At this point, the Devil incarnate decides he’s had enough and rises to his feet. 
 
    I swallow an urge to gasp. With over six feet of masculine power looming over me – and in spite of our recent spat – my heart begins to palpitate. Silently, I order it to stop. And naturally, it ignores my command because for no apparent reason, Mr Delaney’s giving me another smouldering look. 
 
    ‘Going?’ Sebastian asks. ‘I thought we were catching up.’ 
 
    ‘Another time. I need to get home. I’ll ring you tomorrow, Seb.’ 
 
    And that’s that. Without another word, Max Delaney turns on his heels and disappears inside the bar. 
 
    ‘Hope he wasn’t too bad,’ Sebastian offers. 
 
    ‘He was pretty horrid.’ I wince. ‘Sorry. Shouldn’t have said that. He’s your brother.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry about it.’ Sebastian examines me closely. ‘Like I said, he’s just in a mood. All work and no play makes Jack a bad-tempered boy.’ 
 
    ‘I thought it made Jack a dull boy.’ 
 
    ‘The Delaneys might be plenty of things, but we’re never dull.’ He glances round. ‘And now, I really should get back to the kitchen. The sous-chef’s pissed as a fart.’ Grabbing his wine, he stands up. ‘All play and no work makes Jack bankrupt. I’ll see you later.’ He gives me a dazzling smile before following his brother’s footsteps. 
 
    And I’m finally left in peace. 
 
    Flipping open the iPad, I spend a good few minutes trying to read but I can barely concentrate, mainly because I can’t get Max Delaney out of my head: the man might be a disagreeable piece of work, but he’s left me feeling unreasonably turned on. I’m on the verge of giving up on the manuscript when I’m touched on the shoulder. I look up to find I’ve been joined by Marnie. Sporting the green satin dress – but now clearly minus a bra – she’s flushed in the face and thoroughly over-excited. 
 
    ‘What are you doing out here?’ I demand. I just want to be left alone with my inner wrestling match: body versus brain, lust versus logic. 
 
    ‘Checking you’re okay.’ She slumps into the chair next to me. 
 
    ‘I am. Now get back to it.’ 
 
    ‘Christophe’s just freshening up with a shower. Two orgasms to me. One to him.’ 
 
    ‘TMI.’ 
 
    ‘He’s got a private room,’ she witters. ‘Handcuffs, blindfolds, gags, the lot.’ 
 
    ‘Marnie, please.’ 
 
    ‘I need some Dutch courage before I get more French cock. He’s on about spanking now.’ She grabs my glass and downs the wine. 
 
    And I determine it’s time to fill her in on a couple of possibly salient facts. 
 
    ‘Listen, Marnie. You need to know something. This place is owned by Sebastian Delaney.’ 
 
    She stares at me, her face blank. 
 
    ‘Brother of Max Delaney,’ I prompt. 
 
    It takes a few seconds for the name to sink in. ‘Beezlebub?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Beezlebub.’ I swallow hard. ‘I’ve just met him.’ 
 
    ‘What? God, no.’ She scours the room. ‘What’s he like?’ 
 
    ‘Why are you asking?’ 
 
    ‘Because he was fucking gorgeous in those pictures we looked at.’ 
 
    ‘And he’s fucking gorgeous in the flesh,’ I admit. ‘But it’s evil flesh, remember.’ 
 
    ‘Evil flesh.’ She nods ferociously. Whatever she’s been up to with Christophe – and I don’t really want to think about that – it seems to have thrown her into a state of sexual lunacy. ‘Does he partake?’ 
 
    ‘In what?’ 
 
    ‘Kinky stuff? Here?’ 
 
    ‘Why are you asking?’ 
 
    ‘You could have a go.’ 
 
    ‘Have a go?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. Use his body, and all that.’ 
 
    I can’t deny the idea’s recently flitted in and out of my mind, but it’s still a shock to hear it from Marnie’s mouth. 
 
    ‘Where are your morals?’ 
 
    ‘No idea.’ She shrugs. ‘Tell me you wouldn’t.’ 
 
    ‘Well...’ 
 
    ‘There you go.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, he’s attractive,’ I admit. ‘Very attractive. But just remember who we’re talking about here. He’s our boss. And for your information, he doesn’t partake. And anyway, he’s gone home.’ 
 
    ‘Did he recognise you?’ 
 
    ‘No. But don’t give the game away. If anyone asks, my name’s Ivy and I’m a teacher.’ 
 
    She sniggers, and then snorts. Finally, she stares at me in confusion. ‘You’re not a teacher.’ 
 
    ‘No. I’m not. But it’s what I told Max and Sebastian. So, if anyone asks, that’s who I am.’ 
 
    She rolls her eyes and states the obvious. ‘But Christophe knows your real name, and his friends do, and you signed in...’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I know that. Look.’ It’s time to opt for an easier route. ‘Just don’t talk to Sebastian.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t see why I would.’ She purses her lips. ‘But why all the cloak and dagger stuff?’ 
 
    I’m not exactly comfortable revealing the next little nugget of information. But needs must. 
 
    ‘Because I’ve gone and given Max a piece of my mind.’ 
 
    ‘What? No...’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Ella, for God’s sake.’ She nods at the wine glass. ‘You’ve got to stop this.’ 
 
    ‘Stop what?’ 
 
    ‘Knocking back the vino and raging at the world.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, yeah, I know.’ 
 
    ‘Get some counselling,’ she begs, not for the first time. 
 
    ‘Fuck counselling. I’m fine.’ 
 
    ‘Right. That’s why you just mouthed off at your boss.’ 
 
    ‘Well, it’s too late now. So keep schtum. Because if he finds out who I am...I’m for the chop.’ 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Deciding there’s no more mileage in trying to make sense of the manuscript, I stuff the iPad back into my holdall and return inside to find the bar almost empty. Apart from a couple eating a meal, there’s not a soul in sight. But I don’t particularly fancy whiling away the time in here. Slinging the bag over my shoulder, I make my way out to the entrance hall and aim for the portraits, intending to pass a few minutes studying them in more detail. With no one at the desk now, I’m free to investigate without being bothered, but I’ve only taken a closer look at the first two paintings when I hear a distant laugh and my thoughts begin to wander. No matter how much I try to deny it, fuelled by too much wine and a good dose of alpha-male sexiness, intrigue’s begun to raise its head. Turning to the door opposite the bar, and noting a security camera just above it, I wonder if my moves are being tracked. 
 
    ‘To hell with it.’ 
 
    Making straight for the door, I push it open, only to be confronted by nothing more than a straight corridor, about a hundred feet long: to the right a series of mahogany doors, evenly spaced; to the left, those vertical windows giving out onto the car park. Sorely disappointed there’s nothing more to see, I retreat to the terrace, but I’ve only just re-entered the lobby when I’m stopped in my tracks by the sight of Celine back at the desk. 
 
    ‘Not much to see down there,’ she says. ‘Nothing but private rooms.’ 
 
    ‘I was just...’ I point back at the doorway. ‘I’m sorry. It’s probably not allowed.’ 
 
    ‘There’s very little off-limits here.’ She cocks her head. ‘If you like, I could show you more of the building?’ 
 
    ‘More?’ I ask, thrown by the offer. ‘I’m sure you’re too busy...’ 
 
    ‘Not at all, and I’d love to give you a tour.’ Emerging from behind the desk, she holds out a hand. ‘You can leave your bag here.’ 
 
    I get the impression it’s an offer I can’t refuse. And I’m not about to, because that sense of intrigue isn’t backing off any time soon, and there’s bugger all else to do. I hand over the bag, watching as she stows it away in the office. 
 
    ‘Let’s start down there. The East Wing.’ 
 
    She nods to the corridor I’ve just dipped into, and I follow her back down it, wondering why she’s beginning with a place where, by her own admission, there’s not much to see. 
 
    ‘The house was built in the 1930s,’ she explains, stopping outside the second mahogany door. ‘By Sir Arthur Francombe, a notorious playboy in his time. It was intended as a country retreat, a place where he could host his friends for wild weekends. It’s rumoured that Edward and Wallis Simpson stayed here.’ 
 
    ‘I’m impressed.’ 
 
    She produces a card and waves it over the locking system. ‘The good times didn’t last long. The Francombe family lost most of their wealth in the forties, mostly down to Sir Arthur’s lavish ways and post-war taxes. The house remained in the family, but fell into disrepair.’ She grabs the handle. ‘When Sebastian took control six years ago, it was nothing more than a shell, ripe for demolition. But seeing as he was saving the heart of the place, he had very little trouble with planning permission, which meant the various extensions and lodges could be added as long as they were all in line with the Art Deco style. These rooms aren’t part of the original floor plan, by the way.’ 
 
    Opening the door, she motions me to enter, and I step into a spacious bedroom. Maybe thirty feet square, it’s sumptuous, warm and totally in sync with the Art Deco theme that permeates the building. Flanked by a sturdy pair of bedside tables, a king-sized bed dominates the space, fashioned from dark wood, and complete with a carved post at each corner. Inching forwards, I inspect the covers: a range of sheets and throws in a variety of colours: deep reds, russet browns, olive greens. 
 
    ‘It’s beautiful.’ I take in the rest of the room: an open doorway leading into a luxurious en-suite; a built-in wardrobe, with mirrored doors reflecting the bed in all its glory; an armchair, a chaise-longue, an occasional table and finally, fixed to the wall opposite the bed, a wooden cross set at an angle, manacles attached to each extremity. 
 
    ‘These are private rooms,’ Celine informs me. ‘We have four bedrooms running along the ground floor on this side. Eight more along the full length of the first floor. There are ten more rooms in the east extension, and then we also have the lodges on the west side. All the rooms are pretty much like this one. They’re hired out by guests who want to stay over. Some are rented long-term. This one is. Members like to kit them out with their own equipment.’ 
 
    ‘Who rents this?’ I’d love to know, because they’ve seriously got taste. 
 
    ‘A gentleman. I can’t say any more.’ 
 
    ‘Of course not.’ 
 
    Suddenly mesmerised by the leather cuffs, I stare at the cross, sensing a heat building between my thighs as I wonder what it would feel like to be bound there, totally helpless. 
 
    ‘You’ll find one of these in every room. It’s a St Andrew’s cross. You can guess how it’s used.’ 
 
    ‘Torture?’ 
 
    She laughs quietly. ‘Some people enjoy pain. Some people don’t. Whatever it’s used for, it’s always consensual. And it’s never torture.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry. This is all new to me. I mean, I’ve read about it, but never...you know...’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry.’ 
 
    I have no idea where the next question comes from. ‘Have you done it?’ Immediately, I slap my hand over my mouth. ‘Sorry. That’s going a bit far.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t have a problem talking about sex,’ she assures me. ‘And yes, I have done this...and I still do.’ 
 
    I lower the hand. ‘Oh, right.’ 
 
    ‘These rooms are just the tip of the iceberg. We have other facilities.’ 
 
    ‘Facilities?’ 
 
    She nods. ‘A swimming pool, jacuzzis, specialised rooms, communal areas.’ 
 
    ‘Communal?’ 
 
    ‘Communal.’ Her eyes gleam with humour. I realise I like this woman. Now she’s lowering her defences, there’s something about her that puts me at ease. ‘While some people prefer their privacy, others like to share.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Of course. Share.’ 
 
    ‘Would you like to see?’ 
 
    ‘See?’ The question knocks me for six. ‘See...people...doing it?’ 
 
    She nods again, as if it’s the most natural thing in the world, as if she’s just asked me if I’d like to view a flower display. But it’s weird...too weird. 
 
    ‘I’m not a peeping Tom.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure you’re not, but the people who use the communal areas don’t mind being watched. In fact, it’s sort of expected. Part of the attraction, so to speak.’ 
 
    I stare at her. ‘I’m not sure...’ 
 
    ‘What harm can it do?’ 
 
    ‘None, I suppose.’ 
 
    I must be under some sort of charm, or halfway drunk – or both – because with no further remonstration, I allow Celine to lead the way back to the end of the wing, through the entrance hall, past the portraits and out through the doors at the back. Another deserted corridor awaits us, but this time it’s short, panning out to either side at the end. 
 
    ‘So, this is known as The Circle,’ Celine explains, business-like again. ‘Built into the rear part of the original mansion without altering the external appearance. There used to be a ballroom here. Imagine those parties.’ 
 
    I certainly would, if I weren’t currently imagining what I’m about to see. 
 
    ‘The entrance.’ She motions to a set of double doors directly in front of us. ‘The main area’s encircled by rooms.’ She leads me to the right, round a curved corridor that’s interspersed with mirrors and paintings, and more mahogany doors to the left. ‘No windows here.’ She motions to the walls then comes to a halt, opening a door slightly and checking the room’s vacant before she ushers me into the gloom. ‘Anyone can use these rooms...and the equipment.’ 
 
    It’s the equipment that hits me first: chains and manacles suspended from ceiling beams, some sort of bench, a strange swing, another St Andrew’s cross, a rack of whips and floggers. This is obviously where the serious business goes on. 
 
    ‘Okay.’ I turn my attention to a thick, heavy curtain draped across the wall opposite the door. 
 
    ‘And this is The Circle.’ Drawing back the curtain, Celine reveals a large, communal area. 
 
    And I let loose a small, involuntary gasp. 
 
    Under soft, low lighting given out by a series of lamps, the wall sweeps round a floor-space that’s a good couple of feet lower than the surrounding rooms. At the centre of The Circle, laid out on a raised dais and surrounded by two crescent-shaped couches, I make out a variety of equipment – a free-standing St Andrew’s cross, more benches, a metal frame adorned with chains and manacles; and arranged around the outside of the couches, six large beds, three of which are currently occupied – one by at least four people, all stark naked and tangled up in each other’s limbs...and writhing. 
 
    ‘This is really...’ I focus back on the orgy bed, catching a tousle of auburn hair. ‘Oh, is that Marnie?’ 
 
    Celine cranes her neck. ‘No, Monsieur Dupont doesn’t use The Circle. She’ll be in his private room.’ 
 
    We slip into silence. And while the minutes pass by, the more I watch, the more fascinated I become. Before long, I’ve somehow forgotten all previous embarrassment, and I’m allowing myself a little fantasy: I’m down there right now, on one of those beds, thrashing about with Max Delaney. It’s only the sight of a familiar face emerging from the melee that jolts me back to reality. It’s the barrister. 
 
    ‘Oh God.’ I turn to Celine. 
 
    Still glued to the scene in front of us, her cat-like eyes dance with delight. 
 
    ‘Do you indulge in this?’ I ask. 
 
    She shakes her head. ‘Not my thing. I prefer one-on-one. I’m a submissive. Ever heard of that?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve read about it, but I don’t understand it. I don’t think I could give up control.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t think I could either... not until I actually tried it. It was a revelation.’ 
 
    ‘But what do you get out of it?’ 
 
    She pauses before launching into a quiet, unhurried explanation. ‘No decisions to be made, just orders to follow. When I’m submissive, I become nothing more than a sexual being. It’s an escape, a release. And then afterwards...I feel stronger.’ She gives a slight shrug. ‘Some people turn to alcohol, or drugs...or maybe meditation. I choose sex. And I choose to be submissive. I suppose it’s a coping mechanism.’ 
 
    I stare at the screen siren, awed by her honesty and silently musing that her strange coping mechanism seems to be working perfectly, because I’ve never met anyone so self-possessed, so in control. And then, quite inevitably, I think of my own coping mechanism: the evening glass of wine becoming ever more frequent, a glass turning into half a bottle, a full bottle here and there – a mechanism that’s morphing into habit, and hardly helping me to cope at all. 
 
    ‘Seen enough?’ Celine asks briskly. 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Then come and have a drink with me.’ 
 
    I’m expecting her to lead me back to the bar, but she stops in the entrance hall and directs me into the office. As soon as I enter, my attention’s captured by a bank of monitors behind a desk, each one displaying a different scene from the club. I can see why the bar’s deserted: quite a crowd have gathered in the pool, another in a Jacuzzi, and even more people are now entering The Circle. 
 
    ‘Take a seat.’ Celine motions to a vintage leather armchair. 
 
    Sinking into it, I watch her pour me a glass of water. ‘No more wine?’ 
 
    ‘You might want to sober up a little.’ She hands me the glass. 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    She holds my gaze for a few seconds before giving an answer. ‘Because I have a proposition.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’ Heck. Why didn’t I notice before? It’s obvious. Celine’s into women, and she wants to get jiggy with me. I need to let her down gently. ‘I’m not...er...that way inclined.’ 
 
    ‘Neither am I. It’s not me making the proposition. I’m negotiating on behalf of a third party.’ 
 
    I choke on a mouthful of water. ‘Third party?’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t been entirely honest with you.’ She settles herself behind the desk. ‘I gave you a tour because I wanted you to feel a little more...relaxed.’ 
 
    Did she now? ‘Okay.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve had a request.’ She taps the desk. ‘Apparently, you’ve caught the attention of a certain gentleman. He’s a member here, and he’d like to spend some time with you in his private room.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ Damn it. What a stupid question. 
 
    Celine bites back a laugh. ‘The usual reason.’ 
 
    In a state of complete shock, I lean forward and mouth my next question. 
 
    ‘Sex?’ 
 
    And then, while Celine nods, I flounder in a sea of disbelief. As if the evening couldn’t get any more bizarre... 
 
    ‘But why couldn’t he ask me himself?’ 
 
    ‘He likes to remain anonymous.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t see how that’s possible. I mean, if I see him in his room...’ 
 
    ‘There are ways around the issue.’ 
 
    What ways, I’d like to ask, but my throat seems to have dried up. 
 
    ‘I understand. You’re probably feeling very nervous about this.’ 
 
    ‘No shit,’ I croak. 
 
    ‘After all, this sort of thing is completely new to you.’ 
 
    ‘You can say that again.’ I finish off the water. Suddenly, I actually want to be sober. 
 
    ‘The gentleman in question uses the bedroom you viewed. He asked me to show it to you.’ 
 
    ‘He did?’ With my heart suddenly racing at a thousand miles an hour, I realise I’ve been ambushed by lust, intrigue and alcohol. All playing their part, they’ve furtively opened some unseen door...and let temptation step into the fray. ‘Did he ask you to show me The Circle?’ 
 
    ‘No. That was my idea. He doesn’t use The Circle. We just needed time to speak.’ 
 
    ‘Okay.’ I bite my lip. ‘So, what can you tell me about this man?’ Really? I just asked that? 
 
    ‘You’re interested then?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know.’ Perhaps. It’s possible. 
 
    ‘We’ll just refer to him as X.’ 
 
    ‘Does he know my name?’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t spoken to him about that.’ 
 
    ‘And you won’t give it to him?’ 
 
    ‘Not if you don’t want me to.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t want you to.’ Good grief. It sounds like I’m already agreeing, but I’m not...am I? ‘So, how would he remain anonymous? If I did go to his room?’ 
 
    Celine hesitates, taps her fingers some more and then, as if it’s nothing out of the ordinary, delivers the solution to the problem. ‘You’d be blindfolded.’ 
 
    ‘Good God.’ I’ve been spotted by a kinky one. But then again, they must all be kinky in this place. There’s a twinge in my knickers. A big one. Sod it. I really am turned on. 
 
    ‘He insists on it. And, of course, he’ll remain silent.’ 
 
    ‘Silent. Of course.’ I take a deep breath. ‘He’s done this before?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘With you?’ 
 
    ‘Sadly, no. He’s very picky. In fact, he hasn’t done this sort of thing for a while now, but you seem to have whetted his appetite.’ 
 
    And I can’t deny it: he’s certainly whetted mine. ‘But this is weird,’ I complain, determined to keep a hold on common sense. 
 
    ‘Not in my world. In my world, it’s all perfectly normal.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure it is.’ I take in a few deep breaths. ‘So, I assume you know who he is.’ 
 
    ‘Correct.’ 
 
    ‘But you won’t tell me?’ 
 
    ‘Correct.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know...’ 
 
    ‘I’m assured you won’t regret it.’ 
 
    ‘By him?’ 
 
    ‘By ladies who’ve experienced his attentions in the past.’ 
 
    Oh Lord. Another twinge, and common sense threatens to make a bolt for it. 
 
    ‘I don’t know...’ 
 
    ‘But I think you’re interested.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, well, but...’ 
 
    Interested? In sex with a total stranger? And kinky sex at that? Eyeing the monitors – but seeing nothing – I think about the past few months: time wasted clinging to the crap metaphorical wreckage of a crap metaphorical ship, depending on a coping mechanism that’s produced nothing but arguments, embarrassment and hangovers. And then I lock eyes with Celine – a woman who seems to be everything I want to be – and find myself wondering if it’s time to try a new approach. 
 
    ‘Is it safe?’ I ask. 
 
    ‘One hundred percent. He’s not sadistic, doesn’t enjoy inflicting pain, and he’s certainly not into anything dangerous like breath control.’ 
 
    ‘Glad to hear it.’ 
 
    ‘And naturally, he’d use a condom. That goes without saying.’ 
 
    ‘Well, yes...’ 
 
    ‘So if you are interested, we could discuss the finer details.’ 
 
    ‘Finer details?’ 
 
    ‘The nitty-gritty.’ 
 
    ‘Go on, then.’ I’m surprised at my own words. Am I edging closer to a decidedly odd decision? 
 
    Celine’s eyes twinkle. ‘If you were to say yes, X would require you to be submissive.’ 
 
    ‘So that’s why you talked about it?’ 
 
    ‘No decisions to be made,’ she reminds me. And then she proceeds to lay out the sexual parameters. ‘Seeing as he wouldn’t speak, he’d guide you with his hands. There’d be bondage, which I understand is fairly light. He’d almost certainly bind your hands, in part to stop you removing the blindfold, but he might also restrain your feet. Oh, and there’d be no anal play, but you may be required to perform acts of oral sex.’ 
 
    ‘Oral... Oh God, I can’t believe I’m discussing this.’ 
 
    ‘It’s fine. Outside the club, no one’s ever going to know.’ 
 
    She waits in silence for a response, and I finally attempt to gather my thoughts. But I can’t. Because I seem to be obsessing over the fact that this mysterious, prospective lover doesn’t want me to see his face, or hear his voice. 
 
    ‘So, this X person, is he famous?’ I ask. 
 
    ‘I can’t comment.’ 
 
    Of course not. ‘It’s just...He’s not a politician, is he? I mean...I couldn’t...not with a politician.’ 
 
    ‘He’s not a politician.’ 
 
    ‘Is he...ugly?’ 
 
    ‘Quite the reverse.’ 
 
    ‘Overweight?’ 
 
    ‘Extraordinarily well toned.’ 
 
    ‘Old?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Married?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Scars? He’s got scars?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing visible.’ 
 
    Right. So, what next? ‘Commitment issues then?’ 
 
    ‘Possibly.’ 
 
    Definitely, I’d say. A gorgeous, rich, unmarried man who wants to roger me stupid. He’s bound to have commitment issues. 
 
    ‘But seeing as commitment isn’t an issue here...’ Celine shrugs. 
 
    ‘Fair point.’ I think for a moment and then, for no apparent reason, I state the obvious. ‘This is mad.’ 
 
    ‘That all depends on perspective,’ Celine counters, totally unfazed by my wavering. ‘What you might consider deviant in the outside world, isn’t considered deviant here. We don’t operate within normal confines. Personally, I find it very liberating. No shame. No guilt. Nothing but pure pleasure.’ 
 
    Which all sounds incredibly inviting. But... ‘This is seriously stepping outside my comfort zone.’ 
 
    ‘I understand.’ She smiles at me. ‘But can I ask you something? Has your comfort zone ever made you happy?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ Of course not. Because apart from a one-night stand and the recent wine issues, my comfort zone’s always been a play-it-safe kind of place, with me doing the right thing, the right way, and hardly ever stumbling off the rails. The trouble is, it’s never offered me anything much in return. 
 
    ‘Then why not try something else?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know if I dare.’ 
 
    ‘Of course you dare.’ 
 
    Temptation nudges at me. Go on, it urges. Give it a whirl. Be naughty. Be really naughty. Why should Marnie have all the fun? 
 
    ‘No strings. No comeback. Pure pleasure,’ Celine reminds me. 
 
    And dear God, I could do with some of that. 
 
    ‘And I’ll be right here if you need me.’ 
 
    Another nudge. Much safer than picking up a stranger on a mad night out. 
 
    ‘You really have got nothing to lose.’ 
 
    That does it. In an instant, some unseen hand ushers common sense out of the door and flips the ‘fuck it’ switch. My mouth opens, and I whisper: ‘Okay.’ 
 
    What? I’m actually doing this? 
 
    She leans towards me. ‘Are you sure?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ Seriously? I am? 
 
    ‘Good choice. Come on then.’ She gets up and heads for the door. 
 
    My heart thuds. ‘What? Now?’ 
 
    ‘No time like the present.’ 
 
    Oh God. I am doing this. 
 
    Before I can think things through, I’m back on my feet, scuttling along behind Celine until I manage to fall in step by her side. Once again, we enter the ground floor corridor of the East Wing. Once again, she produces the magic card. 
 
    ‘Ready?’ she beams, holding it in front of me. 
 
    ‘Ready,’ I confirm. 
 
    With a nod, she passes the card over the mechanism, opens the door and leads me back into the very same room she showed me earlier. I stop in the middle of the room and gaze in awed expectation at the bed. 
 
    ‘You won’t regret it. I promise.’ Celine opens a drawer in the bedside table to the right, produces a blindfold and offers it up. 
 
    I take it, turning it slowly in my hands. Expensive black silk. Elasticated in places. 
 
    ‘You’ll need a safeword. You’ve heard of them?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘So, what would you like to use?’ 
 
    I struggle to land on a word, but all I can think of is ships going down. ‘Wreckage.’ 
 
    ‘Wreckage?’ 
 
    ‘Yep.’ 
 
    ‘That’s two syllables. Can I suggest one?’ 
 
    ‘Okay.’ Something shorter than wreckage. ‘How about wreck?’ 
 
    ‘Wreck?’ 
 
    ‘Wreck. Yes...wreck.’ 
 
    Her brows crease. She’s evidently convinced I’ve just made some sort of Freudian slip. And I’m not entirely sure I haven’t. 
 
    ‘Wreck, it is. I’ll pass it on. Now, when you hear three knocks at the door, simply stand right here and put the blindfold in place. He’ll give you sixty seconds.’ 
 
    I nod, my brain a shambles, a toxic mixture of excitement and nerves. 
 
    ‘Should I...undress?’ 
 
    She touches me on the arm. ‘No. He’ll see to that.’ She takes a step back, admiring me as if I’m a piece of her own handiwork. ‘And when he’s finished...just wait. He’ll leave the room and knock three times again. That’s your signal to remove the blindfold and get dressed.’ Retreating to the door, she takes hold of the handle and looks back at me. ‘There’s one more thing I should mention. It’s perhaps too personal for him, but I’ve heard that X doesn’t kiss.’ She raises a finger to her lips. ‘On the mouth.’ 
 
    ‘Oh...okay,’ I stammer. ‘I’m fine with that.’ 
 
    ‘Good.’ She gives me a final, reassuring smile. ‘Now, enjoy.’ 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    As soon as I’m left alone, I study my reflection in the mirrored doors and wonder what the hell I’m doing. Accompanied by nothing but the uncertain sound of my own breathing, time stretches out into eternity until at last, struggling against a tide of panic, I hear three knocks... 
 
    My heart thumps. 
 
    I toy with the idea of dropping the blindfold and making a hasty exit. 
 
    ‘No, no, no,’ I mumble, giving myself a determined glare. ‘Try something new, for God’s sake. Try something new.’ 
 
    With no further dithering, I resolve to put my old, defective comfort zone behind me. Slipping the blindfold into place, I plunge myself into darkness and let my hands fall to my side. 
 
    ‘Bugger.’ 
 
    I should have counted the seconds from the knock. At least then I would have been prepared for the tell-tale click. But I’m not. Instead, while I listen to the door open and close, my lungs contract, hairs rise on my skin and my legs threaten to give way. Instinctively, I wrap my arms around myself and listen carefully for the slightest movement. But it’s impossible to catch anything above the raging pulse in my brain. Desperate to wrestle back control, I will my body to ride out the adrenalin rush with at least a scrap of dignity. But that’s impossible too...seeing as he’s here, right here in this room, and I can practically feel the change in the air: a vague, new buzz of electricity that seems to permeate every pore. 
 
    It’s no wonder my brain decides to call it a day, shortly after reaching the conclusion that he’s studying me now – evaluating, judging, weighing up the possibilities. I’m about to rip off the blindfold, apologise profusely and explain I’ve made some sort of terrible mistake when fingertips make contact, whisper-light against my upper right arm. 
 
    I flinch. ‘Sorry.’ 
 
    He gives me time to rally my senses before slowly trailing a fingertip across my skin, up and down, an inch or so in each direction; perhaps his way of reassuring me. 
 
    ‘I’ve...never done this sort of thing.’ 
 
    The fingertip withdraws. 
 
    And perhaps I should too. Perhaps, I should just bolt for it. 
 
    But I can’t seem to move, even when he touches me again, gently encouraging me to unclasp my arms before he guides my hands to his chest. I’m surprised when he simply leaves them there, but still have the wit to understand it’s a silent invitation to explore. And in spite of a grand attack of nerves, it’s an invitation I fully intend to take advantage of. After all, nothing ventured, nothing gained. 
 
    I begin to skim my palms across a smooth cotton shirt, tracing two simultaneous paths from his chest to his broad shoulders, along defined upper arms and back to where I began. Registering firm, powerful muscles all the way, I venture further now. Both hands travel down to a trim waist, take in the rough texture of jeans and follow a leather belt round to the small of his back. After giving his buttocks a quick feel, and grinning at their pertness, I take my hands up his spine, past his shoulders, to his neck. And then I come to a halt...because long, lithe fingers have suddenly clasped over mine, stopping me in mid-flow. 
 
    ‘I understand,’ I tell him. ‘Anonymity.’ 
 
    Anything further north is out of bounds, and I’m fine with that, because everything about this man just feels right. Clearly a master of his art, he knows exactly what he’s doing, and his magical mystery tour’s already had the desired effect, rendering me a little calmer, slightly less on edge, and completely determined to stay. Which is just as well. 
 
    Manoeuvring my arms back to my side, he gives them a gentle squeeze – a sign he’s about to take over. 
 
    This time, there’s no shock when he makes contact. Instinctively, I lean into his touch as he tracks a finger across my right check, sigh in contentment as the finger meanders down to my neck, across bare shoulders, over cleavage and collar bone. He continues to explore, patiently lulling me into a trance until I’m barely aware of anything but hypersensitive skin, a glowing shimmer in my core, and my own faltering breaths. Finally, palms skim down my arms to where he wraps his fingers around my wrists and tightens his hold. I wait for him to let go, but he doesn’t. And suddenly, I realise he’s waiting for something... 
 
    Consent. 
 
    ‘I’m fine,’ I murmur. ‘Fine.’ Because the job’s done: he’s given me a tiny taste of pleasure to come, and sent the nerves packing. 
 
    With another small squeeze, I’m released. I hear the slightest rustle of fabric and know he’s behind me now. A few seconds pass wondering what he’ll do next, and when he finally makes his decision, it’s a total surprise. Slowly, with the utmost care, he begins to unpin my hair, sending frissons of delight cascading down my neck. When every last pin’s removed, fingers comb through my shoulder-length locks, making sure they’re perfectly arranged. 
 
    At last, a hand comes to my right shoulder, palm flat against skin, passes across my upper back, leaving a surge of divine heat in its wake. Firm now, the same hand travels round to my stomach, pulls me firmly against his chest and holds me there: another reminder he’s in control. And with Celine’s words floating through my head, I’m more than happy to acquiesce. Because I know she’s right: I’m letting him take over, and I won’t regret it. 
 
    Warm breath tickles at the nape of my neck. It’s quickly followed by the tip of his nose. He spends a moment or two taking in my scent before his lips finally make contact – silky-soft, perfect and giving. Stopping every now and then to deliver a light kiss, they drift across the back of my neck, up behind my left ear, round to the right. Somewhere at the back of my brain, I vaguely register the fact he’s clean-shaven, and I’m slipping further into a dream world of sensation when he lets me go. 
 
    So, what now? 
 
    A silent question. 
 
    It’s quickly answered. 
 
    Fingertips glide along the top of my little black dress and home in on the zip. He takes hold and draws it down, peeling the fabric away from my body until it drops to the floor. I stay exactly where I am, not daring to step out of the dress in case I fall over and make a complete prat of myself. But it’s no problem. Before long, he’s back in front of me, and evidently on his knees. He taps my right ankle and I lift my foot, then he repeats the process with the left, allowing him to remove the dress. I realise I could easily lift the blindfold now and sneak a quick peek. But that’s out of the question now, because even though the intrigue’s niggling at me, I’m zinging and tingling like never before. Breaking the rules is likely to bring this whole glorious experience to an end, which is the last thing I want. I have no desire to ruin something that can only get better. 
 
    ‘Touch me again,’ I beg. 
 
    Palms come to the outside of my legs, just below the knee. Slowly, languidly they work their way up to my hips, and back down again. Turning his palms outwards, this time he smooths them up the inside of my thighs, urging me to spread my legs a little along the way. When he finally arrives at my knickers, fingers travel across the lace, edge into the rim, and slowly pull them down. I can only guess he likes what he sees because as soon as I step out of the knickers, he holds me firmly in place while he rains gentle kisses on my crotch. I’m swimming away in ecstasy when I dig my fingers into his hair, vaguely noting the fact that it’s thick and slightly over-long on top. It’s soon evident I’ve taken a step too far. Immediately, my mystery lover gets to his feet and guides my arms back to my side. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry,’ I tell him. ‘Couldn’t help it.’ 
 
    He runs a finger down my cheek. More reassurance, I’m sure. Not that I need it now. Every time he touches me, I’m acutely aware of an energy sparking through me, a mad force that only increases when he encircles me in his arms and reaches behind to unfasten my bra. With no sign of fumbling, he draws the bra away from my breasts. As soon as it’s gone, one hand comes to my bottom, forcing me in against his crotch while the other grabs hold of my hair and pulls my head back. His mouth latches onto my right nipple, sucking gently, teasing it to attention with his tongue and causing me to unleash a long series of involuntary moans. After an age, he transfers to my left nipple, sucking and lapping again while I gradually drift away into an ocean of delight. 
 
    I’m already on the verge of delirium when the time for introductions comes to an end. Intent on getting down to more serious action, he sweeps me up into his arms, giving me a chance to take in his scent – and boy, does he smell good: all clean and manly with just the faintest hint of body wash. I’m about to nuzzle into his neck when he leans over and lays me onto a cool, silky sheet that soothes my over-heated back. I’m given little time to enjoy the sensation. Seconds later, I hear a quiet jingle, sense him leaning over me, listen to the scratch of metal against wood. My pulse quickens as he takes my right hand and repositions it above my head. We’re heading into the mild bondage I was promised. Leather touches skin, cool and hard: a manacle. Once it’s wrapped around my wrist, he takes his time fastening buckles before repeating the process with my left hand, leaving me thoroughly restrained and totally incapable of dislodging the blindfold. And although this is something I’ve never tried before, although I’m placing myself firmly in the power of a complete stranger, there’s no fear...only sublime anticipation. 
 
    When he’s satisfied, he strokes a finger against my cheek. 
 
    ‘I’m okay,’ I tell him. ‘Comfortable.’ 
 
    And then, I’m left alone. 
 
    All I can do is listen again, desperate for the slightest sound. Catching nothing but the quiet shift of material, I know he’s undressing now – a realisation that sends my body into over-drive, lighting up every nerve ending with pure excitement. The bed dips. My brain whirls. He urges my legs apart and positions himself between them. Once in place, I hear him sigh – contentment perhaps – before his hands make contact again. Starting at my inner thighs, he smooths big, warm palms across my body, moving out to my hips, up over my stomach and round to my waist, taking in every last inch of me at a slow, unhurried pace. He completes the circuit once, twice, then changes tack, circling a fingertip across my stomach, closing in on the belly button, shifting downwards...but stopping short of my crotch. 
 
    I’m soon worked up into a super-sensitive mess, already wet, and more than ready for the grand finale. ‘Touch me,’ I beg, digging my head back into the pillow. ‘Touch me down there.’ 
 
    I’m fully expecting him to ignore my plea, and thoroughly surprised when he gives me exactly what I want. Almost immediately, a finger drifts across my pubic hair, then down to my clitoris where he presses over and over again, setting off an insane fluttering in my muscles. With both hands now, he gently parts the folds of my labia, probing, exploring, taking a good, long look. And again, I feel no embarrassment. Instead, turned on like never before, I begin to writhe and moan, but I’m quickly checked by a hand on my stomach, directing me back into place. After a brief respite, he returns to the task in hand, this time pressing a thumb against my clitoris, and keeping it there while he massages the tiny bud of nerves. A ball of heat quickly sparks into life and begins to grow. 
 
    I’m right at the edge when the thumb’s removed and a finger enters me, slowly working its way inwards, exploring every space, every muscle and finally curling against the inside of my clit. Immediately, the heat returns, undulating throughout my core with increasing intensity until I’m only seconds away from climax. Which is precisely when the finger retreats, leaving me in a delicious limbo until it’s replaced by two. Patiently searching out those magical spots, he probes and explores, working me up again and again, but always halting in time to leave me desperate for more. I’m about to beg him to finish me off when he brings the fingers to my mouth, carefully following the outline of my lips before giving me a taste of myself. 
 
    ‘Fuck me,’ I manage to gasp. And then I shake my head. ‘Sorry. Swearing. Not good.’ Not with this man. I seriously don’t want to put him off. ‘I mean do it. Can we do it now?’ 
 
    But he’s not ready for that. Instead of ‘doing it’, he returns the fingers to my vagina, homing straight in on the most sensitive spot of all, and causing me to buck at his touch. But this time he doesn’t check me. While I gasp and groan and plunge headlong into a delirium, he brings the thumb back to the bud, pressing, releasing, pressing again, doubling the stimulation until I’m tugging at the restraints and struggling for every breath. It’s not long before the ball of heat springs back into action, radiating outwards like a mini supernova. 
 
    ‘Oh God.’ I break into a sweat. ‘Oh flip. Oh bloody hell, God.’ 
 
    I’m sure I hear a quiet chuckle. But I’m incapable of listening carefully now. In one mad, deep, exhilarating rush, I climax around his fingers. 
 
    He gives me no time to gather my senses. 
 
    Before I’ve even begun to come down from the high, he adjusts his position between my legs, takes hold of my thighs and brings his mouth to my crotch. Obviously determined to rob me of all sanity, he sets about working me up to another climax with his tongue. And seeing as I’m already alive with a thousand watts of sexual energy, it takes no time at all for the second orgasm to hit with a vengeance, wave after wave of contractions sweeping through my core. Not content to leave it there, he keeps on massaging me with his tongue, keeps those waves coming until I can’t take any more. 
 
    ‘Wreck!’ I cry out, and then I moan incoherently. 
 
    It does the job. 
 
    Immediately, he’s gone from the bed, and I’m hoping I haven’t put an end to the shenanigans with my ridiculous safe word. Because even though he’s just taken me to the limits of endurance, I still want this to go all the way. 
 
    ‘I need...’ I gasp. ‘I need you inside me.’ And then, for good measure, ‘Please!’ 
 
    There’s a movement; a drawer opening; the rustle of packaging. Silence. 
 
    ‘Oh, thank God.’ 
 
    He’s putting on a condom. I’m sure of it. 
 
    I take in a few deep breaths and focus on steadying my heart rate, my pulse – the lot. By the time he’s back between my legs, I’m good to go. A few seconds pass before he moves again. Placing a hand either side of my shoulders, he gets into position, stirring up a palpable energy in the air as his body closes in on mine. His cock nudges against me. He leans slightly to one side, guides himself inside with his left hand, probes little by little, giving me time to get used to his size. And while he does, I take in one jittery breath after another – because I’m feeling him now with an intensity I’ve never known before, quivering at each new movement. At last, when he’s filled me completely, he pauses, adjusts his position slightly, and sends a flurry of warmth throughout my vagina. 
 
    ‘You feel so good,’ I tell him. An understatement, if ever there was one. In fact, he feels perfect, custom-made. Tugging on the manacles, I silently give thanks to the god of insane decisions, and brace myself for the ride of my life. 
 
    It’s not long in coming... 
 
    Propping himself on his right elbow, he slides his left hand under me, holds me at the small of my back and withdraws slowly – almost to the hilt – before filling me again. And then, at a slow, steady pace, he repeats the process, over and over again, causing endless ripples to tumble through my core. Suspended in time and lapping up every new divine sensation, I’m beginning to wonder if he’s got the self-control of a saint when he finally picks up the tempo. Gradually, his thrusts become faster, growing in force until he’s pounding hard, relentlessly hitting the depths of my vagina each time and nudging me relentlessly towards the edge. Muscles tighten around him. I struggle to take in a single breath of air. And that’s when his lips latch on to my right nipple, sucking hard and creating a whole host of new sensations. I have no option but to let go, contracting round him while he continues to drive into me. 
 
    ‘Jesus!’ I cry out. ‘What the fuck?’ 
 
    His breathing becomes ragged. Releasing the nipple, he tightens his grip on my back and digs his face into my neck. And the pounding continues, giving me no chance at all to recover. Instead, I’m pulsating inside, riding high on a buzz of electricity that refuses to abate. With a few more animalistic thrusts, he stiffens and finally comes, emptying himself inside me while I implode yet again, washed away by an orgasm that’s even deeper and richer than the first. Engulfing me completely, it leaves me drunk on pleasure and utterly incoherent, able to do nothing but moan as he lowers the weight of his body and pins me in place. 
 
    Still twitching inside, he grinds his crotch against mine, slowly bringing us both down from the heights. And then it happens...the one thing I’ve been told not to expect. Seeming to forget his own ground rules, he raises his head, brushes his mouth across my cheek and closes his lips around mine. A brief shock gives way to delight, and I can’t help responding – because those lips are so warm, so soft, so wonderfully sensitive. And while the kiss deepens, tongues touching and dancing against each other, his grip on my body loosens a little, becomes almost tender. It’s sublime, exquisite, intensely personal contact that goes on for an age until he draws back his head. With his face right in front of mine, I feel his breath against my mouth, minty fresh. 
 
    ‘I thought you didn’t kiss,’ I smile. 
 
    Caught up in the moment, I’m half-expecting him to lift the blindfold and reveal his identity. But he doesn’t. Instead, he claims a second kiss, this one even longer than the first, mesmerising me into oblivion before he leaves me to swoon while he gets on with the business of withdrawing. 
 
    As soon as he’s off the bed, I want him back. I want his warmth, his gentleness, his understanding, his strength. 
 
    Listening to the sounds of him getting dressed, and totally at ease – even though I’m still splayed out on the bed, on full view in all my post-sexual fug – I let out a contented sigh. 
 
    ‘Please don’t let this be the end of it. I need more.’ 
 
    The bed dips again. Back at my side, he rests a hand on the pillow and leans over. Again, his lips smooth against mine, then lock in for a third kiss, just as wonderful as the first two. When he’s finished, he releases my hands, one by one, manoeuvring them into position above my head and pressing them against the pillow: a clear sign not to remove the blindfold. And then he takes hold of my chin, tilting my face upwards. 
 
    ‘Thank you,’ I whisper. 
 
    With a quick, chaste peck on the lips, he gets up from the bed. 
 
    I hear the door open and shut. Three knocks, and I know he’s gone. It’s time to return to reality. 
 
    Slowly, I lift the blindfold, blink in the dim light and glance round the room. Struggling to believe what’s just happened, I stretch out on the sheet, luxuriating in total satisfaction, and feeling somehow different. When I finally heave myself up from the bed, I pull on my clothes and stand in front of the mirror, wondering who the hell I’m looking at. And then I laugh. 
 
    ‘Boring old Ella Fairbrother,’ I tell my own reflection, ‘you’ve just been a very naughty girl!’ 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    At last, I emerge back into the corridor, relieved to find it’s deserted. Although no one here would bat an eyelid at what I’ve just done, I can’t help feeling a little embarrassed. I sneak back to the lobby where I find Celine at the desk, busy poring over a pile of paperwork. 
 
    Hearing the clatter of heels against marble, she raises her head. ‘You seem satisfied,’ she beams. 
 
    ‘Certainly am,’ I beam back. 
 
    ‘There. I told you.’ She lays a hand on the pile of paper and lowers her voice. ‘I have a message for you.’ 
 
    ‘A message?’ 
 
    Her eyes glitter, and then she floors me. ‘X would like to see you again.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ My mouth falls open. ‘I didn’t think he came back for more.’ 
 
    ‘Normally he doesn’t.’ Her eyes widen in mock surprise. ‘But you appear to have had an effect.’ 
 
    ‘Me?’ I can barely believe it. As far as I’m aware, I just lay there and sucked up the joy. What on earth did I do to impress him? Putting a finger to my lips, I think of those kisses, and fizzle with excitement. 
 
    ‘Tuesday evening,’ Celine says. ‘Eight o’clock. Room two again. What shall I tell him?’ 
 
    I look round at the stone-white walls, the clean lines, the intriguing portraits. I can’t believe I ever thought I’d be spending the evening in a seedy shed on an industrial estate. Because this isn’t seedy at all. Far from it. In fact, it’s as close to heaven as I’ve ever come...and I’m hooked. 
 
    ‘Tell him yes.’ 
 
    ‘Good.’ She hands me a business card. ‘In case you can’t make it, or need to get in contact for reassurance.’ 
 
    I gaze down at a small, black card. On one side, there’s a phone number in a delicate silver font. On the other, the same inscription I saw at the gate. 
 
    ‘Latin,’ I note. ‘What does it mean?’ 
 
    ‘Nosce te ipsum?’ Celine arches an eyebrow. ‘Know thyself.’ 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Eyelids rise and darkness melts. For a short time, I have no idea where I am. And then it all comes into focus: I’m in bed – my own bed. And I’m exhausted and stiff because last night... 
 
    ‘Oh, fuck.’ 
 
    I lie still, listen to cars pass by in the street, allow myself time to wince, and finally spend a few pleasurable minutes luxuriating in recollections of my weird and wonderful experience with X. At last, I squint at the alarm clock and sit bolt upright. 
 
    ‘Shit.’ Almost one in the afternoon. ‘Get up, woman. Work to be done.’ 
 
    With a superhuman effort, I heave myself out of bed and shiver at a sharp chill in the air. It’s definitely time to fire up the boiler. And with that in mind, I wrap myself in a big, cosy dressing gown and head downstairs, pausing in the living room to pull back the curtains and watch the light flood in over a scene of squalor. I groan in despair, because it’s long past time to rescue my cosy, shabby-chic living room from the detritus of the last few months. Alongside the dust, everywhere I look I can’t avoid the sight of an empty wine bottle, a pile of discarded papers, a used mug or a dirty plate. But for now, I turn a blind eye to the mess and go through the archway to the kitchen-diner where I flick on the boiler, ignore the unwashed pots and pans, and make myself a mug of coffee. 
 
    With a yawn, I collapse onto a chair and stare at my work bag. Still lounging on the table where I dropped it in the early hours of the morning, it’s quietly reminding me I’ve got a manuscript to finish. I’m sorely tempted to pass on the reading, curl up on the sofa and do nothing more than fantasise about X for the rest of the day. But that’s out of the question. Tomorrow’s deadline is looming. And besides, now that I’m waking up to the cold light of day, last night’s adventure seems to be mutating from totally logical to utterly insane – the maddest thing I’ve ever done, a complete aberration – and something I’d rather forget. Slugging back the coffee, I decide a quick walk’s in order, a little head-clearing before I attempt anything else. And so, half an hour later, freshly showered and dressed in leggings and a sweatshirt, I head downstairs, locate my trainers and keys, shrug on a mac and leave the house. 
 
    It doesn’t take long to reach Regents’ Park Road, and as ever it’s teeming with Sunday lunchtime activity: restaurants and pubs in full swing, a few boutique shops open, pavements thronging with humanity. But I’m in no mood for any of it. Determined to get through the masses as quickly as possible, I march forwards, head down, only slowing the pace when I finally reach the gates of Primrose Hill Park, where I’m relieved to find the cold’s managed to deter most people from taking a stroll. In relative peace, with a clear blue sky above and a sharp wind whipping in from the South, I make my way across the park to my favourite bench. I breathe deeply before gazing out over London’s skyline, scanning slowly from the dome of St Paul’s all the way to the London Eye. 
 
    Watching a lone cockapoo bounce across the field below, I wonder if last night’s adventure was an act of rebellion, or whether I’m heading into breakdown territory. It’s the second alternative that seems a distinct possibility. After all, over the past few months I’ve been flailing about in a muddle of emotions, making very little effort to understand any of them. I wouldn’t be at all surprised if they’d finally agreed to stage a coup. But then again, if I was having a breakdown, surely the world would look different...feel different...but somehow it all looks and feels exactly the same. 
 
    The cockapoo comes to a halt, whizzing round in circles just like my thoughts. I watch it hunch over to do its business, and laugh. Because prompted by a dog, I’m reminded now of Celine’s thoughts on submission – ‘It’s a release.’ And it most certainly was. At the time. In fact, it was the most intense release ever. But the trouble is, it didn’t last. And worse than that, the entire episode has left me confused, seeing as I don’t know why I did it. 
 
    ‘Fuck.’ 
 
    Shaking my head, I get to my feet and decide I might as well go home because I’m cold and tired, and I’ve cleared nothing up at all. But by the time I’m back at the park gates, I’ve at least managed to reach one major conclusion: I should never have listened to Celine in the first place, because what I need right now is strength, and strength can only come from staying in control, not giving it up. Retracing my path through the crowds on Regent’s Park Road, I resolve to take back every last bit of control in my life – big time – starting with sorting out my disaster-zone of a house and reading that fucking manuscript. And while I’m at it, I take a silent, solemn vow to knock the wine on the head for once and for all...and stick submission where the sun don’t shine. 
 
    And so, after a quick lunch and more coffee, I finally dig into the cleaning. Within an hour the kitchen’s cleared of dirty pots and pans, the entire ground floor stripped of rubbish, and the lounge has been given a cursory going-over with the duster and hoover. I’m about to make a start on the bathroom when I come to a halt at the top of the stairs, suddenly transfixed by the door to the smallest of three bedrooms – the one that’s not been opened for months now, not since I cleared out Mum’s flat and stashed her belongings behind it. In all these months, they’ve never once begged for my attention. But for some reason, they’re begging for it now. 
 
    ‘I’m not ready,’ I murmur, as if they’re listening. 
 
    Reluctant to be anywhere near that door, I return downstairs, make another coffee and snuggle up on the sofa with my iPad. And then, the rest of Sunday disappears the way many a Sunday has disappeared before, lost in a romance, buried in a world that simply doesn’t exist. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After a good night’s sleep, Monday morning arrives with its usual haste. But after a sober night, I have no trouble launching myself into the weekday routine. Shower. Dry hair. Don the armour for the day ahead: a grey suit-dress and jacket; hair pulled into an up-do and ruthlessly pinned into place; small silver stud earrings and a simple silver necklace; a smattering of make-up, just enough to add to the shield. When I’m finally ready, I make my way downstairs, choose a pair of black heels and check my bag – iPad, mobile, purse and keys. It’s almost an after-thought, taking a quick peek in the side pocket and making sure I’ve still got that little black card; I’ll need it today, so I can call Celine and tell her I’ve changed my mind. 
 
    It doesn’t take long to reach Chalk Farm Tube Station. In no time at all, I’ve taken the lift from the tiny Victorian entrance hall down to the platform and I’m installed on a train. Pulling out my iPad, I dig into the task of flipping through emails and firing off the occasional reply. It’s enough to keep me busy all the way down to Waterloo, and ward off all thoughts of Saturday night. By the time I change onto the Jubilee line, I’ve managed to deal with most of the correspondence. Grabbing a seat, I flip open the iPad again, position it on my knee and call up a new manuscript. But I read nothing. Because I can’t help getting distracted – just like I always do – by the way Victorian London loses its fight with modernity. The further East we move, the fewer bricks and tiles I see. At last, it’s nothing but metal and concrete. And my heart sinks into its customary swamp of despair. 
 
    ‘Looks interesting.’ 
 
    I glance to the right, at a man in the next seat to me. Not bad-looking, I suppose. About my age, suited and booted, obviously on his way to work in some bland Docklands monolith, and clearly determined to foil my plan to keep the world at bay. 
 
    ‘It is.’ I give him my ‘don’t say another word’ smile, and retreat behind the façade. 
 
    ‘Work or pleasure?’ he presses on, oblivious to the warning signs. 
 
    I don’t bother looking up. ‘Work.’ 
 
    ‘What’s it about?’ 
 
    ‘Wouldn’t interest you.’ 
 
    He’s silent for a few seconds, and I’m the verge of relief when he speaks again. 
 
    ‘Clitoris.’ 
 
    This time, I do look up. ‘I beg your pardon?’ 
 
    ‘It says clitoris.’ He points at the screen. ‘Right there.’ 
 
    I check what I’m pretending to read, only to find it’s a particularly graphic sex scene. Flipping the iPad cover back into place, I stare at the woman in the opposite seat. 
 
    ‘I saw a nipple too,’ my companion says under his breath. 
 
    A couple of dirty words is all it takes. Any effort invested in forgetting X is rendered completely pointless, because now I’m thinking about him again. 
 
    ‘Thank you so fucking much,’ I grumble. 
 
    ‘No problem. Fancy going out for a drink?’ 
 
    In no uncertain terms, I’m about to tell him to go away when the train pulls in at Canary Wharf. I’m out of the carriage like a shot, scurrying through the industrial starkness of the station and riding the escalator up to Jubilee Plaza. Once outside, I head straight for my favourite coffee outlet – a little pink wagon positioned just to the right of the station. A quick exchange of morning pleasantries and I’m in possession of a steaming hot Americano. And then I check the time. Only eight-thirty. No need to face the soulless wasteland of the new offices yet. Instead, I approach the edge of the wharf and lean against a concrete balustrade. Shoving all memories of X out of my head, I take a sip of coffee and spend the next few minutes watching the world go by. 
 
    Ahead of me, the bottle-green waters of Middle Wharf shimmer in the morning sunlight, a network of cranes at the far end coaxing a mishmash of half-finished buildings into life. At this end, everything’s already complete, vast office blocks crowding in around the wharf, offering up nothing but clean lines and perfect finishes, a world of concrete, glass, stone and steel. To the right, the curved exterior of the Reuters building looms over Mackenzie Walk, a pedestrian promenade lined with restaurants – most of which I’ve tried over the past month. And while sunlight bathes the walkway, it hardly seems to touch the opposite side of the wharf, where the tallest buildings reach high over Bank Street. I turn to them now, homing in on the tallest block of all, my new workplace: sixty storeys of grey-green glass, criss-crossed by steel framing, the top thirty storeys of which guard the various interests of the Delaney Empire – interests that now include Phillips Publishing, recently transferred, lock, stock and barrel, to the thirty-fifth floor. 
 
    My mobile pings. Jolted from my reverie, I retrieve it from my handbag and open a message from Marnie. 
 
    Wish me luck! X 
 
    Shit. I’d forgotten. She’s out today, on interview for another job. Hoping she managed to do a bit of preparation, I text back. 
 
    Good luck! X 
 
    It’s not long before I receive a reply. 
 
    See you later. Hopefully celebrating. X 
 
    I send her a smiley face, drop the mobile back into my bag and gaze down at the water line, focussing now on four rows of ancient brickwork, the only surviving reminder of the old docks. And I can’t help thinking of Soho. Our previous base. Patched up over the decades and unashamedly flawed, a world of grimy brick, uneven cobbles and cracked paving stones. I miss it more than I ever thought possible. Because back in Soho, I’d felt grounded. And here in Docklands, with the past hidden from view, I’m somehow completely lost. 
 
    With a sigh, I finally give up on the contemplation and head into work. After weaving a path through the crowds on the plaza and dodging the traffic on Bank Street, I enter the shadows of the DelCorp Building, pass through security and ride a lift to the thirty-fifth floor. Which is where I pause for a few moments, glancing round in dismay at a nightmarish world of glass walls, glass doors and floor-to-ceiling windows...and wish I were anywhere but here. 
 
    But I am here, I tell myself. At least for now. 
 
    And there’s work to be done. 
 
    I make for my office – one of several arranged around a central hub – and once there, after dumping the coffee cup on the desk, dropping the bag on the floor and taking off my jacket, I slump into my chair. A couple of minutes later, the office laptop’s fired up and I’m busy studying today’s to-do list: an editorial meeting at ten; structural notes to make on a new novel; sales figures to examine for the last quarter, ready for a meeting with Publicity and Marketing; talk to Design about revamping covers for Patricia Devine’s twenty-or-so previous titles. The list goes on and on. I’ll never get it all done in a day. And so, as usual, I number the items, most important first, and begin with sales figures. I’m loading a spreadsheet when I hear a cough and find Larry Price, erstwhile owner of Phillips, standing in the doorway. 
 
    ‘Good weekend?’ he asks, bleary-eyed. 
 
    ‘Fine. How about you?’ I grimace at the glass door, wishing it wouldn’t open quite so sneakily. ‘I thought you had a date.’ 
 
    ‘I did.’ 
 
    ‘And?’ 
 
    ‘Awful man. All mouth and no action.’ 
 
    I snigger quietly, thinking of my mystery lover. All action and no mouth. And then I give myself a mental slap, because I’ve let him back into my head. ‘I would have thought you’d be grateful for that at your age, Larry.’ 
 
    ‘Are you kidding me? At my age, I need action more than ever.’ He takes in a breath. ‘So, my little bird, did you see any?’ 
 
    A totally unprofessional question, of course, but it doesn’t bother me. Over the last few years, Larry’s become more of a naughty older brother than a boss. I’ve shared plenty with him in the past, but I’m not about to share with him now. Instead, I shake my head. ‘Just a load of reading.’ 
 
    ‘Seriously?’ 
 
    ‘Seriously.’ 
 
    As if he’s weighing up the wisdom of his next question, he studies me for a second or two. And then he shrugs, deciding to ask it anyway. ‘So, how are things...at the minute?’ 
 
    ‘What things?’ 
 
    ‘You know. Things... I mean, it’s nearly a year.’ 
 
    I flick a biro across the desktop. Great. He had to go and mention it. Nearly a year. In fact, the anniversary’s coming up next week, and it’s something I’m not exactly looking forward to. ‘I’m fine.’ 
 
    ‘Are you?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    I glare at him, knowing exactly why he feels the need to ask. He’s noticed the changes in me – the bouts of anger, the days off ‘sick’, the obvious hang-overs. This isn’t the first time he’s checked in on my well-being, and it definitely won’t be the last. 
 
    ‘You know, we should go out for a meal,’ he says. ‘Like we used to.’ 
 
    Desperate to get back to the good old days when I used to open up to him, he’s offering me a chance to talk – something he’s offered more than once over the past year, only to find himself rejected every single time. 
 
    ‘Soon,’ I tell him. 
 
    ‘Good.’ He smiles. ‘I miss you, my little bird.’ 
 
    I offer him a weak smile in return. It’s all I can do. 
 
    ‘Anyway,’ he huffs, changing the subject. ‘It’s Marnie’s last week next week. And Jill’s. And Rob’s and Valerie’s.’ 
 
    The entire Children’s Books section, in fact. I grit my teeth, swallowing back the sudden urge to shout ‘Fuck Max Delaney and his swingeing cuts!’ 
 
    ‘I know.’ 
 
    ‘So don’t forget drinks a week on Friday to say goodbye.’ 
 
    ‘I won’t.’ 
 
    ‘And then there’s that thing at Delaney’s house.’ 
 
    ‘What thing?’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t you get an invite? Drinks at the swish billionaire lair. A get-to-know-you session with the new owner.’ 
 
    ‘No invite.’ 
 
    ‘Checked your post?’ 
 
    ‘Not yet.’ I grimace. ‘Anyway, I don’t particularly fancy meeting Phillip Delaney.’ 
 
    ‘Darling, no one’s seen that man for months. I mean the spawn of Satan. Mad Max.’ 
 
    A groan escapes my lips. I pick up my coffee and take another swig. 
 
    ‘I get the feeling it’s mandatory,’ Larry twitters. 
 
    ‘Not for me.’ Because after giving Mad Max a dressing down on Saturday night, I’m determined to steer clear. ‘It’s outside of work hours. Not mandatory.’ 
 
    ‘But...’ 
 
    I raise a hand, halting him in his tracks. ‘There’s no point me meeting him. With any luck, I’ll be off to Miller and Howe soon enough. Now, if you don’t mind, some of us have actually got work to do.’ 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    I watch until Larry’s wandered back to his own office before I return to the spreadsheet. I’ve no idea how long I spend trawling through figures and making notes, but I’m almost finished when I hear movement. 
 
    I look up. 
 
    ‘Shit.’ Open-mouthed and desperate to gather my thoughts, I give my body a silent order to behave. 
 
    ‘Good morning, Miss. Am I late for class?’ 
 
    With immediate effect – and prompted by the sound of that husky voice – my body disobeys the order and throws itself into disarray. While my heart-beat accelerates, my pulse launches into a quick sprint and every last bit of me dissolves into a tremble. I gawp at him like an idiot. He might be just as conceited as the last time we spoke, but he’s also freshly shaved, perfectly groomed and dressed in a tailor-made black suit that frames his body to perfection. All of which renders him twice as sexy, and me twice as horny. Taking a deep breath, I remind myself I can’t afford to get side-tracked by lust...because I’ve clearly been rumbled, and I’m definitely in trouble. 
 
    ‘Do I get a detention?’ he asks, a twinkle in his eyes. ‘Lines, maybe?’ 
 
    ‘Fuck.’ 
 
    ‘Fuck indeed, Ella Fairbrother.’ 
 
    Oh, Christ. ‘You knew who I was?’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ Predator-like, he approaches my desk. ‘You don’t think I’d buy a business without researching the employees?’ 
 
    So that explains it. Saturday night’s metamorphosis. Somewhere between bumping into me on the drive and being forced to sit at my table, he managed to put a name to my face, and then he became the boss. If he’d ever wanted anything, it was suddenly off the table. Instinctively, I cross my arms, as if that’s going to protect me. 
 
    ‘Feeling nervous?’ 
 
    Of course I am. The Devil incarnate’s in my office, and there can only be one reason for that: he’s about to tell me to clear my desk. And yes, I’d love nothing more than to clear my desk, but not until I’ve secured a new position. After all, there are still bills to pay. 
 
    ‘No,’ I lie, giving myself away with the quiver in my voice. 
 
    ‘You thought you’d got away with it.’ He takes the seat opposite me, and adjusts his suit. Any sign of humour disappears. ‘Now, considering the fact we’re in full view of your work colleagues, I’d try to look a little more composed if I were you.’ 
 
    I swallow hard and scan the hub. Without exception, at least twenty people are trying their best to look busy. But every now and then, they’re all stealing glances in our direction. 
 
    ‘When I leave,’ he says, ‘if anyone asks, you’ll say we met over the weekend at a party, and following up an interesting conversation about where Phillips is heading with the Romance line – I’m just checking in. Understood?’ 
 
    Biting back an urge to tell him to fuck off and take his arrogant, controlling attitude with him, I nod mutely. And then I wonder what the hell going on. Surely he’s about to sack me. So why the elaborate fiction about a ‘party’? 
 
    He studies me coolly, then surveys my desk. Spotting my favourite paperweight, he picks it up and gives it a shake, watching as flakes of fake snow swirl around the lonely little figure inside – a young girl sitting on a bench, totally lost in a book. 
 
    ‘Put that down,’ I snap, too irritated by half. I’ve just made it perfectly clear this bit of plastic crap means everything to me. 
 
    With a knowing look, he does as he’s told. And then he leans back in his chair, eyeing me as if to say ‘what now’? And that does it. I sense a twinge between my thighs, a rush of blood to my cheeks, and suddenly I’m struggling to draw a decent breath. But I’m still determined to put him in his place. Uncrossing my arms, I lean forward and make a start. 
 
    ‘You should have been honest with me. You should have called me out. You shouldn’t have let me...’ The sentence fizzles out. 
 
    ‘Maybe I shouldn’t have let you insult me into the ground,’ he helps. ‘But you were only being honest, Miss Fairbrother, and honesty is something you clearly value.’ 
 
    ‘Well...’ 
 
    ‘I understand. It’s something I value too. After all, no one likes a liar.’ 
 
    ‘I was just...’ I wince. 
 
    ‘Speaking truth to power?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe.’ 
 
    ‘Or talking complete bollocks?’ He glances back at the hub. 
 
    ‘Well...’ 
 
    ‘You took a gamble. Assumed I sit in my gilded office paying no attention whatsoever to my staff.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t think...’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps you’d had too much wine. Perhaps it made you reckless.’ 
 
    ‘Well...’ Spot on. And thankfully, he has no idea just how reckless it made me. 
 
    ‘So, is there anything you’d like to say to me at this point?’ he demands. ‘And please don’t say ‘well’ again. It’s getting a little tedious.’ 
 
    Resolved not to give him the apology he’s angling for, I glare instead, and wonder if I should just inform him I’ll be out of here soon. But it’s always best to play your cards close to your chest. And with that in mind, I glare at him some more, increasingly aware of a growing sense of unease, born of something familiar about those lips. They’re full and sensuous...and they’re making me think of X. 
 
    ‘Good God.’ Is Max Delaney my mystery lover? I boggle at the very thought of it, and then conclude he can’t be, because Max Delaney went home on Saturday night, well before the shenanigans kicked off. And even if he did stay – which he most probably didn’t – I distinctly recall a rugged growth on his chin, and my mystery lover was clean-shaven. ‘When did you shave?’ I blink, and blink again. Surely I didn’t just ask that. 
 
    ‘Pardon?’ 
 
    Crap. It seems I did. ‘You’ve shaved,’ I falter. ‘Since Saturday night.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I have.’ 
 
    Drop it now, I urge him silently. Yes, I know I’ve just made a complete prat of myself, but now I’d really rather forget about it. 
 
    ‘Why are you so interested?’ he demands, determined not to drop it at all. 
 
    I shrug. 
 
    After examining me closely, as if I’m some sort of lunatic, he decides to grace me with an answer. ‘This morning. Happy now?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ I wince again. 
 
    ‘And do you want to know when I took a shower?’ 
 
    What? ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Or washed my hands?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘How about bodily functions?’ 
 
    ‘What about them?’ 
 
    ‘Just wondering if you’re interested.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be ridiculous.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not the one being ridiculous. When did you last shave?’ 
 
    ‘You’re going too far.’ 
 
    ‘And you’d know all about that.’ He leans back again. ‘Now, this friend you ranted about. I take it you were referring to Marnie Little?’ 
 
    ‘How do you know?’ 
 
    ‘Because according to the records, she’s a soon-to-be ex-employee, an unfortunate by-product of the merger. She also signed the guest book at the club...as did you.’ 
 
    ‘You looked?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. Which one is she?’ 
 
    ‘None of your business.’ 
 
    ‘But it is my business. I bought it.’ 
 
    Fair enough. ‘She’s not here today. Out on interview.’ 
 
    ‘That’s handy. You can warn her to stick to the same story.’ 
 
    Saying nothing more, he gazes at me again, for a little too long, and with a new intensity that sends a shimmer of heat to my core. 
 
    ‘So, she’s the friend of Christophe Dupont?’ he asks at last. 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘A little reminder: tell her to steer clear.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘Because I said so.’ 
 
    And he thinks that’s enough? ‘Well, I’m very sorry, Mr Delaney, but Marnie can make her own decisions about the men she dates.’ 
 
    ‘Of course she can. But she needs to know...’ 
 
    ‘Know what?’ 
 
    ‘What I told you on Saturday.’ 
 
    Oh, that. No explanation. No proof. Christophe Dupont’s a shit, and that’s that. Which reminds me, I really do need to ask a burning question. ‘Tell me something. If he’s such a shit, why exactly does he work for you?’ 
 
    ‘He’s good at his job. And no matter what I think of people on a personal level, I like to have the best working for me.’ Eyes flicker. ‘And that includes you. So, I’m not here to tell you to pack your bags. However, it does need to be said – speaking to your boss in that manner was highly inappropriate.’ 
 
    I’m bristling now, largely because no one speaks to me as if I’m a child. ‘It needed saying,’ I retort. 
 
    ‘Maybe so, but sometimes it’s better to remain silent.’ 
 
    ‘And sometimes it’s better to let it all out.’ 
 
    His lips do their best to smile. He quickly puts an end to it, slipping the stern billionaire-mogul face back into position. ‘Don’t push me, Miss Fairbrother. I’m cutting you some slack, but don’t take it as a sign you can be over-familiar in the work-place, or anywhere else for that matter.’ He shifts his position. ‘Now, about Saturday night.’ 
 
    ‘What about it?’ 
 
    ‘You signed a legally binding agreement. I’d just like to remind you of that. I have a public persona to maintain, and I’d appreciate it if you could control that smart mouth of yours.’ 
 
    Another bristle. ‘Rude.’ 
 
    ‘Inappropriate.’ 
 
    ‘Are you done?’ I ask tartly. Because I’ve had enough of being put in my place. ‘It’s just I’ve got work to do.’ 
 
    ‘The way you speak to me, anyone would think you don’t care for your job.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t care for my job. I care for my career.’ 
 
    ‘Meaning?’ 
 
    Oh, now he’s asking for it. ‘I joined a publishing house that actually valued books. You value nothing but profit. When your company swallowed up Phillips, it was the beginning of the end.’ 
 
    ‘How insightful.’ He glances at the snow globe. ‘I take it you’re seeking employment elsewhere?’ 
 
    I remain silent. But it’s a waste of time, seeing as he’s already worked out the answer. 
 
    ‘Shame,’ he says. 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘Because like I said, you’re good at what you do. Excellent, in fact. I want you to stay on board.’ 
 
    And I might as well give him the truth. ‘Well I’m very sorry, Mr Delaney, but I’m jumping ship.’ 
 
    ‘Something in the pipeline?’ 
 
    ‘That really is none of your business. All you need to know is I don’t care for DelCorp. I’ll be off your hands in the near future.’ 
 
    ‘What if I don’t want you off my hands?’ 
 
    ‘It’s not your choice.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll see.’ 
 
    I pull back suddenly, and frown. I’m not entirely sure I just heard that right. ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Exactly what I say.’ With a dismissive shrug, he gets to his feet. And before I can pursue the ‘we’ll see’ thing any further, I’m hit with an indifferent curve ball. ‘Are you free on Thursday night?’ 
 
    ‘Pardon?’ 
 
    ‘Are...you...free...on Thursday night?’ he repeats slowly, as if he’s addressing a complete dimwit. 
 
    But the question makes even less sense the second time I hear it. ‘What for?’ 
 
    ‘Dinner.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ A veiled threat followed by a dinner invite? This is madness. If I’m not much mistaken, he’s revised his opinion on the whole boss-employee thing and decided to seduce me. ‘With you?’ 
 
    ‘Who else?’ 
 
    ‘Why would I want to go to dinner with you?’ 
 
    ‘No idea.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve got plans,’ I tell him, because no matter what effect this man has on my body, I’ll never give in to temptation. 
 
    ‘Cancel them.’ 
 
    ‘I’d rather not.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not used to being rejected.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry about that. But there’s no way I’d ever go on a date with an evil bastard like you.’ 
 
    ‘There she goes again, judging a man she barely knows.’ He rests his hands on the desk, leans over me and locks his eyes onto mine. ‘Three things,’ he says quietly. ‘Please don’t call me an evil bastard. You have no idea what I’m really like. And I wasn’t asking you out on a date.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ He could have fooled me. 
 
    ‘Really,’ he confirms. ‘I just want to discuss work.’ 
 
    ‘We can do that at work. I’m sure you can find the time.’ 
 
    ‘Are you, now?’ He straightens up, hesitates and reaches into his inside pocket. ‘I almost forgot. You’re invited to a drinks party at my house. Wednesday evening. A chance to network. I thought I’d give you your invitation personally.’ He slips a cream-coloured envelope onto the desk in front of me. ‘See you there.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll be lucky.’ I flip the invite away. 
 
    ‘Yes, I will.’ 
 
    While he delivers the sort of long, lingering look that could destroy a woman’s defences in an instant, I stare back up at him and will my body into submission. I’m beginning to feel like a hapless fly caught in a web when he finally turns on his heels and exits my office, leaving the door wide open in his wake. Sighing in relief, I watch him cross the hub and swoop into Larry’s office. 
 
    ‘What the fuck?’ I mutter. 
 
    Reeling. That’s the only word for it. I’m reeling with disbelief at what’s just happened. But even though my brain’s taken a last-minute break, there’s still work to be done. I stare at my sales notes, wondering if I’ll ever be able to make sense of those scribbles. I’m still staring at them, and still reeling, when Larry appears in my office for the second time this morning. 
 
    Slapping the back of a hand against his forehead, he seems to be nearing full meltdown mode. ‘So, what did he want?’ he demands. 
 
    ‘Met him at a party,’ I grumble, reeling off the official explanation. 
 
    ‘What party? You didn’t tell me.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, forget it, Larry. It was nothing. I told him a bit about the romance lines, and he just wanted to check in. What did he want with you?’ 
 
    ‘Oh God.’ Flouncing further into my office, Larry collapses into the visitor’s chair. ‘He’s doing a full fucking review.’ 
 
    ‘Is that really a problem?’ 
 
    ‘Of course it is. He’ll cut and cut and cut...as if he hasn’t already cut enough.’ He makes a scissor action with his fingers. ‘Anything not making the right profit, anything that doesn’t look good on a graph. Shit. Shit. Shit.’ 
 
    ‘That’s progress, Larry. You shouldn’t have sold to him.’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t have much choice,’ Larry fires back. ‘And what would you care? You’re leaving anyway.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing’s set in stone.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a foregone fucking conclusion. You’re leaving me with that...’ He waves a hand, evidently searching for the right word and finally landing on ‘wolf.’ 
 
    ‘You’re leaving too,’ I remind him. ‘Or have you forgotten? Please calm down.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t. He makes me so nervous. It’s like facing off a rabid dog.’ 
 
    ‘Get a grip.’ 
 
    ‘Get a grip? He wants us up there tomorrow. Nine am.’ He points at the ceiling. ‘The whole fucking editorial team.’ With a hard swallow, he fixes me with panic-ridden eyes. 
 
    ‘Commissioning editors?’ I ask. 
 
    He nods. ‘And you,’ he adds, as if it’s of no consequence whatsoever. 
 
    ‘Me? Why me?’ 
 
    ‘Because you’ll be acting on Margaret’s behalf.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘She’s retiring.’ 
 
    ‘When?’ 
 
    ‘At Christmas. Like me.’ With a highly dramatic flourish, he flings his hands in the air. ‘Oh, I didn’t want to tell you, not yet. And Margaret wanted to keep it under wraps. But he knows and he wants to move things on.’ 
 
    ‘I take it you’re referring to the Prince of Darkness.’ 
 
    Larry chuckles. ‘Vlad the Impaler.’ His eyes light up. ‘Oh, goodness. Imagine being impaled by that.’ 
 
    ‘Stop it, Larry. Be sensible. Margaret’s not retired yet – just like you – and she can go to the meeting.’ 
 
    ‘No, she can’t. Her husband’s not well, and she wants to step back a bit. She’s already told Vlad about it.’ 
 
    ‘Her husband’s fine.’ 
 
    ‘He’s ill.’ 
 
    ‘He did a fucking triathlon the other week.’ My voice rises. ‘She’s a lying witch.’ 
 
    He shrugs. ‘That may be so, but she’s very convincing.’ 
 
    I open my mouth to complain again, but I’m silenced immediately. 
 
    ‘I’m not letting you off. This is a massive opportunity. Mr Delinquent thinks you’re the future of Romance.’ 
 
    A statement I dismiss with immediate effect. Delaney’s after my body, not my brain. In his eyes, I’m nothing more than a sexual conquest, single-use and disposable. And if I ever give him what he wants, I’ll see my career prospects disappear in a puff of smoke. 
 
    ‘I very much doubt that, Larry.’ 
 
    ‘Oh come off it, you muppet. You’re coming to that meeting. You’re can’t let me down.’ 
 
    I glance at the snow globe. Even now, all these years after Mum bought it for me, I can still hear her voice: ‘Look, Ella. It’s you!’ A lonely little girl who loved reading. And now, I focus on Larry: the man who first saw potential in me, and mentored me, and helped me transform that love into a career. 
 
    ‘Okay,’ I grumble reluctantly, thinking of all those times he nudged me on and propped me up. ‘What do you need me to do?’ 
 
    A small, satisfied smile appears on Larry’s face. ‘He wants to know our plans,’ he says. ‘And apart from redesigning the fucking garden, I haven’t got any plans. But I’ll come up with some all-encompassing bullshit tonight, and I need you to do the same for the romance lines.’ 
 
    ‘Fine. But let’s be clear about one thing,’ I huff. ‘I’m only doing this for you.’ 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    As soon as I get home, I kick off my heels, draw the curtains and make my way upstairs to change into something more comfortable. Pyjamas on, I pad back downstairs and make a mug of coffee. An hour later, curled up on the sofa with the coffee barely touched, I’m finally making progress on preparations for tomorrow’s ordeal. I’ve even begun to prepare a Powerpoint on my home laptop when I’m disturbed by the front door slamming shut. I shake my head, and groan. Tangled up in the day’s madness, tonight’s dinner arrangements completely flew out of my mind. Which is why I’m looking pretty sheepish when the living room door bursts open. 
 
    ‘How’d it go?’ I ask. 
 
    ‘Fucking awful.’ Clutching a bottle of wine, Marnie heads straight to the kitchen and rummages about for glasses. 
 
    ‘Oh God, I’m sorry. Maybe it wasn’t as bad as you think?’ 
 
    ‘No, it was awful.’ Returning briskly, she dumps the bottle and glasses on the coffee table. ‘Made a complete pig’s ear of it. Tongue-tied twat. Bye bye, brain.’ She does a little finger wave. ‘Total embarrassment.’ 
 
    ‘It was that bad?’ 
 
    She pours the wine. ‘You know when your mouth’s moving and you can’t understand a bloody word that’s coming out of it, and there’s these people staring at you as if you’re a complete fruit loop...’ Pouring done, she picks up a glass and takes a massive gulp. ‘It was pretty much like that.’ 
 
    So, what to say next? ‘Just put it down to experience.’ 
 
    ‘Fuck experience.’ She downs another mouthful. ‘Trouble is, I’ve never actually had a proper interview, have I?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ Because six years ago, Larry took her on as a favour to her mother, a long-time friend. ‘There’s a lot to be said for nepotism,’ I offer, ‘but sometimes it lets you down. Maybe I should coach you.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe you should.’ She sinks into the armchair. ‘This is going to get desperate, Ella. I can just about cover next month’s rent, but after that I’m screwed. And I’m not asking Mum for money...not again.’ 
 
    ‘You could always tap your rich boyfriend.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a bit early for that.’ 
 
    ‘Or move in here. You’ve already got a key.’ 
 
    ‘It’s tempting.’ She surveys the room. ‘Sharing a cosy little house in Primrose Hill with a woman who can actually cook. Talking of which...’ She glances into the kitchen. ‘I thought you were doing dinner.’ 
 
    I grit my teeth. It’s time to admit the truth. ‘Sorry, Marne. I forgot. I’ve been landed with a crisis.’ 
 
    ‘What sort of crisis?’ 
 
    ‘A Delaney crisis.’ 
 
    ‘Eh?’ 
 
    ‘A huge meeting with Max Delaney, tomorrow. Larry and all the commissioning editors.’ 
 
    She spots the open laptop, the reams of notes. ‘So what’s it got to do with you?’ 
 
    ‘Margaret’s spun some crappy tale to get out of it.’ 
 
    ‘That doesn’t surprise me. She’d rather eat shit than talk to a Delaney.’ 
 
    ‘I know. Which is why I’ve got to step in. Apparently, he wants me there.’ 
 
    ‘He does?’ She freezes. An expression of horror flickers into life. ‘But you gave him a piece of your mind. You told him you were a teacher. Shit, Ella. He’ll recognise you. You’ll have to wear sunglasses.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be silly.’ 
 
    ‘Dye your hair.’ 
 
    ‘It’s too late for disguises. He’s already been to see me.’ 
 
    Pretty much as expected, her mouth falls open. ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Spill,’ she squeals, practically vibrating. ‘Beans! Now!’ 
 
    Soon, I’ve told her everything about my little chat with Max, making sure she’s up to speed with the official story, but missing out the dinner invitation – a complication too far. When I’m finished, she gazes into space. 
 
    ‘I think I’ve got mental indigestion,’ she mutters. ‘I need a big, mental burp. I can’t believe he didn’t sack you.’ 
 
    ‘You and me both.’ 
 
    ‘After what you said...’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ I grimace. ‘After that.’ 
 
    She gulps back more wine. And then provides a pithy summary of the situation. ‘So now you’re taking Margaret’s place at the meeting, and Delaney wants you there, and he’s not prepared to let you go, and he’s sort of threatened to screw your chances of another job.’ 
 
    ‘Yup.’ 
 
    ‘Interesting.’ She leans forward. ‘You know what’s going on, don’t you?’ Her eyes glint with excitement. ‘He’s got you down as the next in line. He’s going to make you Commissioning Editor.’ 
 
    ‘Me?’ I stall. It’s my turn now for a little space-gazing. ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’ 
 
    ‘Because...’ He’s got other things on his mind. ‘I don’t know.’ 
 
    ‘I do. Think about it. Over the last two years, you’ve brought in the biggest best sellers.’ 
 
    I glance at the laptop. The figures certainly bear it out: although I’ve never liked to crow about my own accomplishments, I’m certainly the one who breathed life back into Romance at Phillips – a fact Delaney must be well aware of. 
 
    ‘But, I’m not ready.’ 
 
    ‘Of course you are. Even Margaret thinks so.’ 
 
    ‘Margaret? You’ve talked to her about it?’ 
 
    ‘Well.’ A guilty shrug. ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Marnie! Did you know she was retiring?’ 
 
    ‘Well, yes.’ 
 
    ‘And you didn’t tell me?’ 
 
    ‘She told me in confidence.’ 
 
    ‘Since when has that made any difference?’ 
 
    Offering no answer, Marnie gets up, glass in hand, and begins the pace the room. A few turns later, she wheels to a halt. ‘They’ve been grooming you for this. Larry and Margaret.’ 
 
    ‘You think so?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Have some bloody faith in yourself.’ 
 
    ‘Faith.’ I blink in disbelief. But perhaps Marnie’s right. And maybe I should try looking at things from a different perspective. No matter what his intentions might be on a personal level – and I could have got that wrong – perhaps Max does want me to take over. 
 
    ‘Larry told me something this morning,’ I venture. ‘He said Max thinks I’m the future of Romance.’ 
 
    ‘There you go.’ Unleashing a triumphant grin, Marnie points at me. 
 
    ‘I thought it was just Larry’s mad slant on things.’ 
 
    ‘No, no, no. It’s what Max actually thinks. It must be.’ 
 
    ‘Shit.’ Something prickles through my veins. I have no idea whether it’s panic or excitement, but I finally seem to have it in my sights. Commissioning Editor. The dream job I’ve always yearned for. ‘But I couldn’t...’ I hesitate, hit by a sudden attack of morality. ‘I’d be working for him.’ 
 
    ‘You’d be working for him just long enough to make your mark. And then you’ll move on.’ She finishes off her wine. ‘And I’d better leave you in peace. You need to knock his designer socks off tomorrow.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ I can’t just send her packing, not after she’s made the effort to get here. ‘I haven’t got time to cook, but we can get a takeaway. I’ll push on with this while you entertain yourself.’ 
 
    She rubs her hands together. ‘Brilliant plan. Fancy a cheeky Greek?’ 
 
    ‘Always.’ 
 
    ‘On it.’ 
 
    With a salute, she disappears into the kitchen. And while she rifles through my collection of takeaway menus and places an order, I crack on with my Powerpoint. A few minutes later, she returns, refills her glass and resumes her position in the armchair. 
 
    ‘What are we eating?’ I ask. 
 
    ‘Surprise.’ She nods at the laptop. ‘Get on with it.’ And with that, she sets about studying her mobile. 
 
    It doesn’t take long for the presentation to come together. I decide I can spare half an hour for a break. After all, with a bit more tweaking, I’ll be good to go. Closing the laptop, I find Marnie’s abandoned her phone. Deep in contemplation, she’s studying something on the bookcase now – a photograph. Me and Mum on a sunbed, big smiles into the camera. Mallorca 2007. That special, all-inclusive holiday she scrimped and saved for; excitement meeting disappointment in a scruffy three-star hotel we never left; the endless cokes she drank while I busied myself with swimming or digging into a book; the embarrassment endured on a daily basis...because it was never just coke in her glass. 
 
    I turn back to Marnie, hardly surprised by the look of concern in her eyes. 
 
    ‘I’m okay,’ I tell her. ‘You don’t need to worry.’ 
 
    ‘She would have been proud.’ 
 
    ‘You think?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. You. Commissioning Editor.’ 
 
    ‘Slow down. It hasn’t happened yet.’ 
 
    And I’m still not entirely sure I want it to. Although DelCorp might be promising me the world – and Miller and Howe is nothing but a sideways move – I still have principles. 
 
    ‘But it will,’ Marnie insists. ‘And she would have been proud, if only she could have seen you now.’ 
 
    ‘Well, maybe she should have stuck around,’ I snap, engulfed by the customary wave of anger. It’s a year on Thursday since she died, and I still can’t shake off the notion her suffering was nothing less than wilful self-destruction. I’d try to summon up a hint of understanding, but I know there’s still none to be had. And perhaps that’s down to the years of aggravation. ‘Let’s not talk about it.’ Because I wish I’d had a mother like Marnie’s: a little bonkers, but stable, loving...and sober.  
 
    ‘I’m sorry,’ she half-whispers. ‘It’s been a tough year for you.’ 
 
    An understatement, if ever there was one. A month after the funeral, my boyfriend picked up and left. I suppose he couldn’t stand the miserable moods that paved the way to my own descent into chaos. I stare at my glass of wine, still untouched on the coffee table, and vow to pour it down the sink. 
 
    ‘You’re stronger than she was,’ Marnie says. ‘You don’t have to make the same mistakes.’ 
 
    ‘I know.’ 
 
    Thankfully, the sound of the doorbell saves me from any further soul-searching. 
 
    ‘God, that was quick.’ Grabbing her mobile, Marnie springs to her feet. ‘Stay here. I’ll sort the food.’ 
 
    Happy to let her get on with it, I open up the laptop and scroll back through my presentation, vaguely aware of a quiet excitement building somewhere deep inside. Because apart from the analysis, I’m daring to present ideas I’ve had floating around in my head for months now. And if Delaney really does think I’m the future of Romance, there’s a chance I’ll be putting them into action. 
 
    ‘Grub’s up!’ 
 
    I hear a clattering of plates, the chink of cutlery. Getting to my feet, I take the bottle and glasses into the kitchen. 
 
    ‘Lamb kleftiko.’ Marnie announces, taking a seat at the kitchen table. ‘Your favourite.’ 
 
    ‘Fantastic.’ 
 
    I sit down and tuck in, suddenly realising how hungry I am. And while I eat, I find my thoughts drifting back to Max Delaney’s weird dinner invitation – and his smouldering looks – and within a minute or so, my new perspective’s beginning to falter. 
 
    ‘There’s something I didn’t tell you,’ I say, realising I could do with Marnie’s take on the matter. 
 
    ‘Uh?’ 
 
    ‘About Max.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ She chews happily. 
 
    So, here we go... 
 
    ‘He’s asked me out to dinner.’ 
 
    The chewing stops. ‘What? When?’ 
 
    ‘This morning.’ I lift my fork. ‘He asked if I was free for dinner on Thursday. He said he wanted to talk work.’ Slipping the lamb into my mouth, I wait for Marnie’s reaction. It’s not long in coming. 
 
    ‘That’s bollocks. There’s only one reason a man asks you out for dinner: he’s got the hots for you.’ 
 
    I laugh, and then grimace. ‘The hots?’ I ask, as innocently as I can. 
 
    ‘The hots,’ she confirms, spearing a potato. ‘You insult him halfway into next week and he doesn’t sack you. In fact, he tells you he’s determined to keep you, and then he asks you out for dinner. That’s the hots.’ The potato disappears into her mouth. ‘And this changes everything.’ 
 
    ‘How?’ 
 
    ‘Because you need to be careful.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘Isn’t it obvious? He’s rich, powerful, and seriously fucking sexy.’ She prods a lump of lamb. 
 
    ‘And I’m not shallow.’ 
 
    ‘I know you’re not. But he wants to get into your knickers.’ 
 
    The very thought of which sends a shimmer up my spine. But I need to get to the crux of the matter. ‘Do you think that’s why he wants me to replace Margaret?’ 
 
    ‘No. He’s not just fondling your ego so he can fondle your bazookas.’ 
 
    ‘Marnie, please.’ 
 
    ‘You’re still the best person for the job. It’s as simple as that. But don’t let him anywhere near your penis fly trap. Stay away.’ 
 
    Stay away? ‘You’ve changed your tune. On Saturday night, you were all up for me jumping into bed with him.’ 
 
    ‘That was then.’ 
 
    ‘So what’s different now?’ 
 
    Avoiding all eye contact, she picks up her knife and cuts at a slice of lamb. ‘I did a bit more research today. Had the afternoon to myself and the Devil makes work for idle hands.’ 
 
    ‘And?’ 
 
    ‘I found out more about his dad. Bent as a nine-bob note, dodgy business practices, dodgy politics, sex scandals back in the 80s, rumours of sadism. I bet there was hush money involved.’ 
 
    ‘Is this relevant?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Because Max has never once criticised his father.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe he’s just being diplomatic.’ And why am I defending him? 
 
    ‘And maybe he’s just the same as dear old daddy. He certainly seems the sadistic type.’ 
 
    ‘Sadistic?’ Bad-tempered, maybe. And definitely ruthless. But as yet I’ve seen no evidence of sadism. ‘Don’t do this. You’re just making wild guesses.’ 
 
    ‘No, I’m not.’ She lets out a breath. Her shoulders slump. ‘I went out with Christophe last night.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, so that’s why you’ve changed your mind...’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘And he told you Max is a sadist?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ she admits. ‘But he told me plenty of other things.’ 
 
    She’s got that look on her face now, that supercilious ‘I know something you don’t’ look. And it’s beginning to rile me. ‘Go on then,’ I urge. ‘Seeing as you’re so eager to fill me in.’ 
 
    Giving up on the last few mouthfuls of lamb kleftiko, she puts down her cutlery. ‘He’s known the Delaneys for a long time, since they were children.’ She pushes her plate away, refills her glass and glugs back more wine. ‘And he doesn’t like Max, not one bit.’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’ 
 
    ‘Because Max has been holding a grudge against him, for years...all because of a woman.’ 
 
    ‘What woman?’ 
 
    ‘A girlfriend Max had.’ She watches me closely, clearly waiting to spot the slightest hint of jealousy. ‘Christophe reckons she was the only woman he ever fell for.’ 
 
    ‘And?’ 
 
    ‘She left him for Christophe.’ 
 
    ‘So what? I’m sure he’s over it now. I mean, for God’s sake, Christophe still works for him.’ 
 
    ‘And why do you think that is?’ 
 
    I shrug, shake my head, and offer the only thing I can. ‘Max says he’s good at his job.’ 
 
    ‘Wrong. It’s all Phillip Delaney’s doing. Max desperately wants to get rid, but the old man won’t have it because Christophe’s the son of a family friend. But that hasn’t stopped him. Every single time Christophe goes for a promotion or comes up with an idea, Max squashes his chances. And he spreads rumours too.’ 
 
    ‘You do realise this could be Christophe spinning tales?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t see why he would.’ She chews at her lip. ‘And that’s not the end of it.’ 
 
    ‘Of course not.’ 
 
    ‘Did you know Sebastian was kidnapped?’ 
 
    Blind-sided, I drop my fork. ‘Pardon?’ 
 
    ‘Kidnapped,’ she repeats. ‘When he was five. They were all staying with an uncle – Sebastian, Max, Christophe. Sebastian disappeared. Phillip Delaney paid a ransom, but they didn’t get him back for two whole weeks. And all that time he’d been shut away in a cellar. Fucked him up for years.’ 
 
    Which is awful, but... 
 
    ‘I don’t see what it’s got to do with Max.’ 
 
    ‘Well...’ She pauses, dramatically. ‘According to Christophe, all the time his brother was missing, Max didn’t give a shit.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, come on...’ 
 
    ‘Christophe was there. He saw it all.’ She shakes her head. ‘And he said Max was exactly the same when his mother died. Sebastian was in pieces. But Max? Nothing. No reaction. Nada.’ 
 
    ‘Oh for God’s sake, that doesn’t make sense.’ 
 
    And it certainly doesn’t square up with what I witnessed on Saturday night: two brothers together, a palpable closeness between them, and no sign of resentment from Sebastian. 
 
    ‘According to Christophe,’ Marnie presses on, ‘Max is a psychopath.’ 
 
    I bite back the urge to laugh. ‘Don’t be daft.’ 
 
    ‘A manipulative, functioning psychopath,’ she elaborates, knowingly. ‘And bloody good at putting on an act.’ 
 
    ‘According to Christophe,’ I counter tartly. 
 
    Picking up her glass, Marnie stares me across the table. ‘Look at you. You’ve gone from hating his guts to making excuses for him. I wonder why.’ 
 
    Why, indeed? Perhaps it’s something to do with Marnie’s supercilious attitude. Or maybe it’s all down to my dislike of Christophe. It’s certainly nothing to do with any feelings I might have for Max. 
 
    ‘I just don’t like jumping to conclusions.’ 
 
    ‘I think you’ve got a crush on him.’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t.’ 
 
    ‘Oh come on, Ella.’ 
 
    I’m prickling now, completely irked by Marnie’s smug little smile. Because while I might not be on solid ground, I’m pretty sure she’s not either. Perhaps it’s time to shut her up with a warning of my own. ‘You need to be careful too.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘Something Max said.’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t trust a word that comes out of his mouth.’ 
 
    ‘Funny that. Because he warned me Christophe’s not to be trusted.’ 
 
    She slams down her glass. ‘Didn’t you listen to a word I said?’ 
 
    We sink into an awkward silence. And while Marnie helps herself to the last of the wine, I wonder how we’ve managed to stray so quickly from easy chatter to full-on confrontation. 
 
    ‘Look,’ I say, determined to find conciliation before we go too far. ‘This is all getting a bit fraught.’ 
 
    ‘I know,’ she concedes, her voice suddenly brittle. ‘I’m just worried. That’s all. I don’t want to see you hurt.’ 
 
    Her eyes meet mine. The fire in them dies back a little. And for a few moments we stare at each other, allowing time for irritation to unravel. 
 
    ‘You don’t need to worry,’ I say at last. ‘I’ve made it perfectly clear I’m not interested. And anyway, I’ve got Miller and Howe.’ 
 
    ‘But what if that doesn’t work out?’ 
 
    ‘Not a problem. Trust me. I can fend for myself.’ I take in a deep breath. ‘Now, let’s change the subject.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s.’ 
 
    But I have no idea what to talk about next. I’m just grateful when Marnie takes the lead. 
 
    ‘Guess what?’ Brightening again, she picks up her mobile. ‘Not changing the subject entirely, but there’s a third brother...or half-brother. Discovered a couple of years ago. Didn’t even know he was a Delaney. Old Phil must have put it about a bit. Zach Reynolds. Thirty-one. Lives in Cornwall.’ 
 
    ‘Cornwall? 
 
    ‘Apparently, he loves pasties.’ 
 
    I frown, and Marnie chuckles. 
 
    ‘I’m joking.’ She shakes her head. ‘God, you’re so gullible. He just prefers the quiet life. That’s all. And he’s a looker too.’ 
 
    She turns the screen to me, presenting the third Delaney brother. Sporting a wetsuit, with the top half unpeeled and hanging from his waist, he’s standing on a beach. And he certainly is a looker. 
 
    ‘Definitely not a pasty-lover,’ I observe, squinting at the photo. ‘Abs like concrete.’ 
 
    ‘And sadly, he’s got a girlfriend.’ 
 
    ‘You’d better cross him off your list then.’ 
 
    ‘He’s not even on it. My heart belongs to Frenchie.’ She looks up, suddenly wary, and probably wishing she could cancel out that last statement. ‘Anyway,’ she says quickly, getting to her feet. ‘I should go. You need to get on with work.’ 
 
    I nod. ‘Leave the plates. I’ll clear up.’ 
 
    In silence, I follow her to the living room, waiting while she retrieves her handbag and shrugs on her coat. And then I accompany her out into the hallway. 
 
    She opens the front door, and hesitates. ‘I hate it when we argue.’ 
 
    ‘Me too,’ I tell her. 
 
    ‘We shouldn’t let men get between us. Ever.’ 
 
    ‘Agreed.’ 
 
    A weak smile barely touches her lips. ‘Good luck tomorrow.’ 
 
    With a quick, uncomfortable hug, she’s gone. 
 
    And I’m left staring at the door, tears pricking my eyes, wondering if our agreement’s come too late. 
 
    Because men should never come between us, but with Christophe on the scene, I can see nothing but trouble for our friendship. Alongside the prospect of tomorrow’s ordeal, it’s enough to send me scurrying straight down the shop for a bottle of wine. 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    Slamming the door shut, I head back to the kitchen and fumble through my handbag. Relieved I didn’t get round to calling Celine today, I pull out the little black card and turn it in my hands. 
 
    Nosce te ipsum. 
 
    Another way to deal with all this crap. 
 
    A far better way. 
 
    Dropping the card back into the bag, I decide I’ve been too hasty. One more visit to the club won’t do any harm. After all, who knows what I’ll be in the mood for after Delaney’s mauled me to within an inch of my life. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    I sleep fitfully, and wake up exhausted. It’s a miracle I manage to drag myself out of bed and get ready for work. Another miracle that I make a decent job of it. Freshly showered, in a short red dress, hair sorted and make-up applied, I study myself in the bedroom mirror and let out a quiet, satisfied yawn. Although my brain’s a mush and I could do with another three hours in bed, at least I look like I mean business. Downstairs, after making myself a mug of strong coffee, I run through my notes, switch on the laptop and check through the slides one last time before saving them to a data stick. With the coffee finished and preparations complete, at seven-thirty on the dot, fired up by the supreme confidence of a supreme fool, I finally head off to face the day. 
 
    It’s only when I emerge into the sunlight on Jubilee Plaza and rifle through my bag that I realise I’ve left the data stick at home... 
 
    ‘Shit.’ I slap a palm against my forehead. ‘Shit, shit, shit.’ 
 
    In the history of unmitigated disasters, this has to rate amongst the highest. But it’s far too late to do anything about it now. Fighting back panic, I grab a second coffee from the little pink wagon – complete with extra shot of caffeine – make a beeline for DelCorp’s imposing glass monolith, and take the lift. As soon as I arrive at my office, I spread out the notes on my desk and desperately try to rescue something from the chaos. 
 
    I’ve barely begun when a distinctly dishevelled Larry appears in the open doorway. 
 
    ‘Ready?’ he asks. 
 
    I groan. 
 
    ‘The others have gone up already.’ He holds out an unsteady hand. ‘Come on, darling. Time to kick some bottom.’ 
 
    Feeling like a condemned woman, I gather up my notes and follow him through the hub. After a short, silent ride in the lift, we step out onto the top floor, and I’m immediately stunned into paralysis by a space that’s obviously designed to overwhelm and impress. Uber-sleek and minimalistic, it’s twice the height of any other floor; decked out with black marble flooring, encompassed by floor-to-ceiling windows – apart from at the far end, where an ominous slate-grey wall, inset with a pair of double doors, separates us from the nerve centre of Delaney’s lair. 
 
    Along a sweeping glass desk to the right, two women and a man – all immaculately dressed in black – busy themselves behind computer screens. Next to them, installed in a seating area complete with plush black sofas and the obligatory huge potted plants, four perky commissioning editors from Phillips greet us with annoyingly perky faces. Before we have time to join them, a blonde-haired woman emerges from the door to the left, announcing that Mr Delaney’s ready for the meeting. I swallow hard, mentally shrivelling to half my size as I watch my four disgustingly enthusiastic colleagues spring to their feet and disappear through the doorway. 
 
    ‘This is it.’ Taking me by the arm, Larry leads me towards the jaws of Hell. ‘Time for battle.’ 
 
    A few seconds later, I dislodge Larry’s grip and draw to a halt at the door, totally immobilised by an office space that’s just as minimalistic and impressive as the lobby outside. I watch as the others settle themselves onto three sofas arranged around a low table the size of a football pitch. I watch as Max Delaney greets them all, indulging in a little small talk, smiling openly, occasionally laughing. This is not the Max Delaney I expected. Patting Larry on the back, he motions for everyone to take a seat, and finally focusses on me. 
 
    I should move now, shake his hand perhaps, dish out a bland greeting. But partly because I’m about to make a complete idiot of myself, and partly because he’s looking absolutely delectable again in grey trousers, matching waistcoat, white shirt and pink tie, I can’t seem to budge my feet. Instead, I bite my lip, silently assuring myself the usual physical reaction’s bound to wear off sooner or later, even though there’s no sign of it yet. In fact, if anything, it’s worse than ever. My stomach’s been invaded by a horde of hyperactive butterflies, and any hopes of logical thought are currently lining up at the door, ready to make a hasty exit from my brain. 
 
    He approaches me. ‘Are you okay, Miss Fairbrother?’ 
 
    Gazing over his shoulder, I force out a quiet ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Would you like to take a seat?’ 
 
    ‘A seat. Yes. A seat.’ 
 
    He holds out a hand, beckoning me to move, and leads me to the sofas where he makes it perfectly obvious I’m to sit in the space to Larry’s right, next to the armchair at the head of the table. Once in place, while my four perky colleagues set about organising their notes and placing data sticks on the table, I shuffle my own notes on my lap and examine a series of screens on this side of the slate wall. One minute, they’re flashing silently with news coverage and stock market figures; the next, they’ve gone blank. I look round to find Max slipping a remote onto his desk. Picking up an iPad, he returns to the group, sits in the armchair and places the iPad on the table in front of him. 
 
    ‘Good morning, everyone,’ he says. 
 
    While four perky colleagues offer up a series of jolly morning greetings, I mumble something incoherent and Larry simply grunts. 
 
    ‘Thank you for joining me today, and at such short notice. I’d like to make it clear that this is nothing more than a preliminary meeting, a fact-finding mission, if you like...and a chance to get to know you.’ 
 
    I glance round my workmates, taking in their bright smiles and nodding heads, silently suspicious I’ve been working with a bunch of hypocrites because after months of non-stop moaning about the take-over, they’ve all apparently undergone a complete attitude transplant.  
 
    ‘I’ll be holding separate meetings with Sales, and Publicity and Marketing,’ Delaney goes on. ‘But this seems to be the logical place to start, the powerhouse of Phillips, so to speak.’ 
 
    I hear Larry make a strange gurgling noise. 
 
    ‘I need to get a hold on where the company’s going, where to invest.’ 
 
    And where to cut, I muse silently, fighting back a scowl. 
 
    ‘And that’s why I need your take on things. You’re the experts. I need to know the strengths and the weaknesses, where the opportunities lie. I’d like to hear your vision for the future.’ He pauses. ‘I see that some of you have prepared a presentation. You can access the screen from my laptop.’ 
 
    Swallowing hard, I fix my attention back on my notes, shocked to find the words seem to be swaying like drunkards. 
 
    ‘So, Larry, shall we begin with you?’ 
 
    As if he’s just been roused from a deep sleep, Larry gives a start. ‘Me?’ 
 
    I turn to Larry, noticing for the first time that he hasn’t brought anything with him. 
 
    ‘It’s best to start with an overview.’ 
 
    It certainly is, but I’m not entirely sure what sort of overview we’re about to get. While Larry blows out a few despairing breaths, Max Delaney loosens his tie a little, glances at me, then loosens it some more. And then, for no apparent reason, he pulls it slowly from his neck, winding one end tight around his right hand and tugging at the other with his left...all of which renders me decidedly randy. 
 
    ‘Any time before Christmas,’ he sighs. 
 
    ‘Ah, yes, Christmas,’ Larry says. ‘That’s when I’m retiring.’ 
 
    ‘But until then, I’m sure you intend to function at full capacity.’ 
 
    While Larry blows out a few more breaths, the Prince of Darkness sits forward, legs slightly apart, and examines his iPad. Which renders me randier still, because I can see a bulge between his legs, and it’s definitely something to write home about. 
 
    ‘I can go earlier, if you like,’ Larry squeaks. 
 
    ‘I don’t like.’ 
 
    ‘It’s just that...I’d...er...kind of...well...hadn’t really thought...’ 
 
    ‘Hadn’t really thought?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    I shoot my erstwhile boss a richly-deserved scowl, because while I poured over figures and graphs until well after midnight, the little shit clearly spent the entire evening doing bugger all. 
 
    ‘You’re retiring,’ Max presses on, undaunted. ‘I get it. But until you do, you’re still in charge of what’s been one of the most successful small publishing houses in the country...and you’re drawing a wage for it.’ 
 
    I turn to find Larry visibly shrinking in his chair. 
 
    ‘We’re talking about something you’ve built up over the last thirty years. I’m sure you’ve invested plenty of blood, sweat and tears. And now you’re simply letting it all go?’ 
 
    ‘I think so...’ 
 
    I glance round the table. Without exception, four previously perky faces are now plastered with disbelief. 
 
    ‘You haven’t given any thought to the future?’ Max frowns. ‘At all?’ 
 
    ‘Probably not.’ Rolling his eyes, Larry coughs himself into action. ‘We do not own our children, Mr Delaney,’ he announces proudly – and rather strangely. ‘We give birth to them and nurture them. Until they’re ready to go forth, we’re simply their guardians. Phillips is old enough to fend for itself now. It’s time to let it go.’ 
 
    As baffled as I am, Max throws me a questioning glance. 
 
    ‘No plans then?’ he asks. 
 
    ‘I never have any plans, Mr Delaney. I just go with my gut, find quality and publish. I’m not some amazing strategist...like you.’ 
 
    Astonishment doesn’t even cover it. Gawping at the clueless, bumbling idiot to my left, I wonder what on earth’s going on. Because this isn’t the Larry I know: a man who’s always had his finger well and truly on the pulse. I just can’t work it out. With retirement looming on the horizon, has he finally lost his edge? Or is he playing the buffoon to wind up Max? 
 
    ‘Which has caused you to make mistakes,’ Max points out. 
 
    ‘Here and there.’ Larry nods. 
 
    ‘The children’s books haemorrhaged money.’ Max taps the iPad, calling up a graph. ‘So did the non-fiction.’ 
 
    ‘We could carry the slack, Mr Delaney.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t carry slack, Mr Price.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve noticed.’ 
 
    ‘Meaning?’ 
 
    ‘I should think it’s obvious.’ I watch in dismay as Larry purses his lips, allowing his eyes to rove across Max Delaney’s body. ‘You’ve already cut both lines and served notice on some gifted members of staff.’ 
 
    ‘It had to be done.’ 
 
    ‘But it’s also having a negative effect on morale throughout the company. You’ve acquired a gem, and now you seem to be hell-bent on destroying it. You’ll lose more staff. Take my word for it. Just look at Ella. She’s one of the best we’ve got, and she’s looking elsewhere.’ 
 
    ‘I’m well aware of that.’ 
 
    ‘But did you know she’s got an interview tomorrow?’ 
 
    No! Closing my eyes, I will Larry to keep his big mouth shut. 
 
    ‘An interview?’ Max asks. ‘That’s interesting. Where?’ 
 
    No! Big! Mouth! Shut! 
 
    ‘Miller and Howe.’ 
 
    ‘For fuck’s sake,’ I mutter under my breath. ‘It’s informal.’ I look up, watching Max glance from Larry to me, and back again, probably coming to the conclusion that he’s managed to buy up a publishing house populated by fruit-loops. 
 
    ‘Okay.’ He drops his tie onto the sofa. ‘Let me tell you something, all of you.’ He pauses, making eye contact with each of us before he goes on. ‘I’ve wanted to get into publishing for a long time, but I didn’t want to start from scratch. That’s why I chose an established house, one with gifted staff and an excellent reputation. And now I want to strengthen that reputation. I want to invest in Phillips, and take it into the future.’ Another pause. More eye contact. ‘Whatever you might think of me, I’m not an idiot. And let me tell you this: if you continue the way you’re going, you will hit significant trouble. Which is the last thing I want for this company. I’m determined to make a success of Phillips, but you need to understand that a healthy profit is necessary to that success. As unsavoury as it might be to you, those cuts needed to be made, and urgently too.’ He glances at me. ‘You also need to know that I’m willing to listen and negotiate and adapt, because I’ll do anything to see this project succeed.’ He sits back. ‘Now, shall we begin again? You’re the real foundation of this company, Larry. If you were staying, what would you do?’ 
 
    With his burst of anger dampened, Larry relaxes. Max Delaney’s rousing little speech seems to have had its desired effect. 
 
    ‘Well...’ Larry falters. ‘Same old, same old, I suppose. Expand the stable. There are plenty of new, exciting writers out there, and we’ve always prided ourselves on giving them an audience.’ He slips into a churlish mumble. ‘It’s just always worked...and I can’t do graphs.’ 
 
    Max Delaney takes it all in his stride. ‘Luckily I have people who can do graphs, Larry. They’ll support and advise you.’ He waits for a nod of agreement. ‘And I give you my word, we’ll continue to find an audience for those new, exciting authors.’ Another nod from Larry. ‘And with that in mind, I’d like to keep you on in an advisory capacity after Christmas. Nothing too onerous.’ 
 
    ‘You would?’ 
 
    ‘Of course I would. I fully intend to build on what you’ve done. Can’t do that without your help.’ 
 
    I hear another strange gurgle from my left, and turn to find Larry simpering at the Devil incarnate. Before I can work out exactly what’s going on, Max is speaking again. 
 
    ‘Now, let’s hear from everyone else. Shall we start with Historical Fiction?’ 
 
    And so the presentations begin. And while my colleagues speak, all producing super-swish presentations and explaining themselves with admirable clarity, I slump further into the doldrums. How on earth am I going to play this? Should I just own up to the truth? ‘Well, Mr Delaney, I spent most of last night preparing some slides, but because I didn’t sleep too well – partly on account of a few dreams about you, I might add – my thoughts currently resemble a chunky soup, my notes seem to have taken on a life of their own, and I left my data stick at home.’ Deciding it might be more professional to brazen it out, I go back to my scribbles and wish they’d just sober up. I’m still staring blankly at the first sheet when a delicious, husky voice startles me to attention. 
 
    ‘Now, Miss Fairbrother. How about Romance?’ 
 
    ‘Pardon?’ 
 
    ‘Romance.’ I’m disarmed by a twinkly smile. ‘An area that’s doing particularly well, in all its sub-genres.’ 
 
    ‘Yes...’ Say something, I urge myself. Just one thing. ‘It accounted for over forty percent of profits in the last financial year.’ Caught up in those eyes, I’m amazed I’ve managed to locate a fact. 
 
    ‘And it’s now the single most successful line at Phillips.’ 
 
    ‘It is.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t have a presentation?’ 
 
    ‘Just notes.’ I wave the sheets. ‘But they’re a bit...’ Inebriated. 
 
    His lips twitch. ‘Just forget the notes. You know your stuff. What’s gone well recently?’ 
 
    An easy way in, and more than enough to jump start my brain. ‘Erotic romance.’ 
 
    ‘Pornography?’ 
 
    ‘Certainly not.’ 
 
    ‘Filth, then?’ 
 
    ‘No, no, no. Romance...with a strong sexual element. And a happy ending.’ 
 
    ‘I see,’ he blinks, slowly. ‘So you’re a fan?’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ Oh boy, does this actually count as a professional question? ‘Yes. Obviously, I enjoy it...I mean reading about it...and it really does sell.’ I scramble about for whatever else I was going to say. And somehow, gazing into Delaney’s eyes, I manage to find it. ‘I’d like to focus on high quality erotic romance with more e-books as first imprints. Test the waters before we go to paperback.’ 
 
    ‘Good. Tell me more.’ 
 
    Before I know it, with a few more gentle prompts from Max, I’m talking – and without a sodding presentation too – about what’s been working, what’s not quite hit the mark, how I’d like to revamp some of our older books and search out more hidden talent, update our approach to marketing and expand the distribution channels. And finally, buoyed by Max Delaney’s support, I press on with my maddest idea. 
 
    ‘I’d also like to set up a romance readers and writers website. I want it to be the go-to source for someone wanting to find any sort of romance. And an online writing community to support and discover writers.’ 
 
    ‘Been done.’ 
 
    ‘Not dedicated specifically to a genre. There’s a whole host of talent out there, and we’re not picking it up.’ 
 
    ‘But if you set up a website, won’t you get flooded with slush?’ 
 
    ‘Not if it’s two-tiered. One layer accessible to everyone, and a premium layer, working on recommendations, fully vetted, creaming off the best. I’d need a couple of readers for that.’ 
 
    ‘More than a couple, I’d say. Costly.’ 
 
    ‘Not if we introduced a yearly subscription to premium. Not if we offered other paid services to everyone: writing courses, beta reading, copy editing, pre-designed covers.’ 
 
    ‘Have you worked out any figures?’ 
 
    ‘Not yet, but I’m sure it could work. And like Larry said, we need to discover and nurture new talent.’ 
 
    ‘A risky experiment.’ 
 
    ‘All experiments are risky.’ 
 
    ‘Aren’t they just?’ He studies me closely, causing my heart rate to approach tachycardic. ‘Sounds like you have a passion, Miss Fairbrother. Are you sure Miller and Howe are going to meet your needs?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ I admit. ‘Can you meet my needs?’ I wince. Where did that come from? 
 
    ‘Without a doubt.’ 
 
    His eyes flicker. Something strange charges the darkness, sending a rush of heat to my core. 
 
    ‘You should trust Ella’s instincts,’ Larry intervenes. ‘They’ve always worked in the past. If you need proof, she’s got an author at the British Romance Awards next week.’ 
 
    Bugger it. He really shouldn’t have said that. 
 
    ‘You do?’ Max asks. 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘And you’ll be attending to support your author?’ 
 
    ‘With Larry.’ 
 
    While I point at the mouthy moron to my left, Max Delaney nods and gets to his feet. 
 
    ‘Thank you, everyone, for all your hard work. Plenty of food for thought. We’ll meet again on an individual basis to take things further. I’ll be in touch.’ 
 
    There’s a sudden bustle of movement. Completely exhausted, I watch my four perky colleagues leave the room and wait for Larry to make a move. As soon as he’s out of his seat, Max is by his side, shaking his hand. 
 
    ‘Thanks for coming up here this morning. I hope we can work together.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure we can.’ With a blush, Larry skitters out of the door. 
 
    I’m about to follow when I’m stopped by a hand on my arm. 
 
    ‘If I could have a few minutes more, Miss Fairbrother.’ 
 
    I hesitate. ‘What for?’ 
 
    ‘Coffee.’ 
 
    I have no time to refuse. As if by magic, a tray-wielding PA appears at my side, and knowing I’m about to be left alone with Mr Delaney, I begin to quake. 
 
    ‘I’ll see to this, Frances.’ 
 
    The PA deposits the tray on the table and beats a retreat. And I sit down again, wary now, totally confused...and still turned on. 
 
    ‘How do you take it?’ He looks up, catching me with those gorgeous eyes. 
 
    ‘White. No sugar.’ 
 
    Fighting back a frisson of lust, I watch him prepare the coffees, raking back through the versions of Max Delaney I’ve witnessed so far: Saturday night’s brooding sex god, taciturn, irritable and defensive by turns; yesterday morning’s arrogant boss, putting me firmly in my place; and now this – the very epitome of a charming gentleman. Try as I might, I can’t pin down the real Max...which wouldn’t be a problem if he’d only leave me alone. 
 
    He hands me my coffee, takes his own and lowers himself onto the opposite sofa. ‘So let’s talk about Miller and Howe.’ 
 
    ‘That’s why I’m here?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. What are they offering you?’ 
 
    ‘As in money?’ 
 
    ‘As in everything.’ 
 
    I shrug. I’m not about to make anything easy for him. 
 
    ‘I like your ideas,’ he presses on, unperturbed. 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ 
 
    ‘So call off the interview.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’ 
 
    ‘It’s something I need to do.’ 
 
    ‘Okay.’ He takes a sip of coffee. 
 
    ‘So, that’s it then?’ I ask. 
 
    ‘Looks like it.’ Another slow, lazy sip. ‘But we might as well drink the coffee. Shame to waste it. And while we’re at it, why don’t you tell me a little about yourself?’ 
 
    And that’s where the niceties come to an end. ‘Why would I do that?’ 
 
    ‘So I can get to know you better. If you don’t manage to secure a position at Miller and Howe, we might be working together for a while.’ 
 
    ‘Working together? I thought you just oversaw the empire. Didn’t think you micromanaged.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t, generally speaking. But as I said, the publishing house is something very important to me.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not at liberty to say.’ 
 
    We fall into a long silence. And while he keeps his eyes firmly locked on mine, I wonder why he’s smiling. It doesn’t take long to work out the answer. It’s because he knows. He’s read the signs – dilated pupils, flushed cheeks, quick breathing – and he knows exactly what effect he has on me. And now he’s shamelessly using it to get whatever he wants. All part of a dastardly plan to stop me moving to Miller and Howe, or get into my knickers...or both. 
 
    ‘Go on then,’ he says at last. ‘Tell me about Ella Fairbrother.’ 
 
    I can’t help it. Flippancy boils to the surface. ‘She’s a woman,’ I announce proudly. 
 
    ‘I’d noticed.’ 
 
    ‘And she has two arms, two legs, and a head.’ 
 
    ‘Interesting.’ 
 
    ‘And that’s it.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ 
 
    ‘Really.’ Determined to give him no more, I toss the conversation his way. ‘Why don’t you tell me a little about Max Delaney?’ 
 
    ‘Well, he’s a man. Coincidentally, he also has two arms, two legs and a head.’ His lips curve, almost mischievously. ‘He also has some other stuff.’ 
 
    I release a tiny, surprised breath. 
 
    ‘If you’d like to know any more,’ he goes on, ‘it’s all in the public domain. I’m sure you can research Mr Delaney on the internet...if you haven’t already done so.’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t.’ Which is something I can say with a measure of truthfulness seeing as Marnie did most of the research and I merely listened to the results. But now I’m keen to know if the interest works both ways. ‘Have you researched me?’ 
 
    Expecting a flat denial, I lift my coffee cup to my mouth. 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    The cup comes to a halt, and begins to shake. 
 
    ‘You have? Well, thank God there’s not much about me on the internet.’ 
 
    ‘I agree. I managed to glean a little from your file. Twenty-seven. Lived in London all your life. Grew up in East Finchley. A model pupil at school. Could have attended a top university, by the looks of things.’ He raises an eyebrow. ‘But you didn’t. Instead, you settled for English Literature at Middlesex. First class honours, of course.’ He takes another sip of coffee, watching me over the rim of his cup. ‘And then you walked straight into a job at Phillips, where you’ve stayed ever since.’ 
 
    ‘Well, there you go. You know enough.’ 
 
    He shakes his head. ‘It wasn’t enough for me.’ 
 
    ‘Shame.’ 
 
    ‘So I talked to Margaret.’ 
 
    The cup shakes some more, and I’m not surprised. ‘What?’ I growl. ‘When?’ 
 
    ‘Last night. Gave her a call to ask after her husband...and we got chatting.’ 
 
    ‘About me?’ 
 
    ‘Amongst other things.’ 
 
    ‘You had no right...’ 
 
    ‘To show an interest?’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ The nerve of this man! Unceremoniously, I slam the cup and saucer onto the table. ‘Do tell me. What did you discover?’ 
 
    Totally unbothered, he complies. ‘Your parents split up when you were young. After that, you rarely saw your father. He must have had an interesting life, working in the music industry. Died a couple of years back. Left you a house in Primrose Hill. A final pang of guilt, I suppose.’ 
 
    Absolutely correct. But I’m not about to confirm that for him, because I’m about as riled as it’s possible to get, irritated beyond belief by his intrusion into my life. 
 
    ‘You were brought up by your mother,’ he goes on. 
 
    Fully expecting him to bring up the subject of booze, I hold my breath. Seeing as I’ve spilled my heart out to Margaret in the past, he’s bound to have some idea. 
 
    ‘I know she passed away last year.’ His eyes soften, along with his voice. ‘I’m sorry about that.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve gone too far,’ I say, relieved he doesn’t seem to know the whole story. 
 
    ‘I’m just being honest, telling you what I know.’ 
 
    ‘Sometimes it’s better to keep quiet,’ I remind him. 
 
    ‘And sometimes it’s better to let it all out.’ He leans forward, sliding his own cup onto the table. ‘What’s your problem with me, Ella?’ 
 
    ‘My problem?’ I smile. ‘I’ve already told you. I don’t like you. I don’t like your organisation, and I certainly don’t like your father...’ 
 
    ‘Lots of people don’t like my father.’ 
 
    ‘But do you?’ 
 
    ‘That’s a bit personal.’ 
 
    ‘No more personal than what you’ve been digging up about me,’ I say. But Marnie’s words are niggling at me now. ‘You’ve never spoken out against him.’ 
 
    ‘I make it a matter of personal policy never to comment on him. I’m sure you’ve had gripes with your parents, but do you go around shouting them from the rooftops?’ 
 
    ‘My parents had their faults, but they’ve never done half the things your father’s done.’ 
 
    ‘I get it.’ He stands up and straightens his waistcoat. ‘You have researched me. You’ve seen all that shit out there on the internet, put two and two together and got the wrong answer.’ He fixes me with those deep brown eyes. ‘Now, can I suggest we go out for dinner?’ 
 
    For fuck’s sake. He’s not giving up. ‘I’ve already turned you down.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe you should change your mind.’ 
 
    ‘Why would I do that?’ 
 
    ‘So I can set you straight on a few matters.’ 
 
    I teeter on the edge, because there’s something new in his eyes – a hint of hope, perhaps...or desperation. I almost give in. Almost. But right now, simplicity is what I need, and I get the distinct feeling that’s the last thing on offer with this man. There’s nothing else for it, I need to put some space between myself and Max Delaney, and quickly too. 
 
    ‘Save your breath.’ I gather my notes and get up. ‘Better go. Things to do. Big list. Don’t bother seeing me out.’ 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    ‘You’re back.’ Celine rotates the visitor book towards me and hands over the silver pen. ‘I’m so glad.’ 
 
    ‘You thought I’d back out?’ With a trembling hand, I fill in my details. 
 
    ‘I hoped you wouldn’t.’ 
 
    ‘Never crossed my mind,’ I lie. 
 
    Up until this morning, of course, it was my full intention to back out, but after today’s encounter with Max, a bottle of wine suddenly became a very real prospect. Thank goodness I came to my senses on the way home from work, completely changed my mind about X and opted for the sober alternative for stress relief. I may be in desperate need of escape tonight, but I’ll want a clear head for Miller and Howe tomorrow. 
 
    ‘Are you okay?’ she asks. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ I say, although I’d like to admit the truth: that I’m fairly agitated, because I can’t make any sense of an incessant, insane attraction to a man I should hate, a man who appears to have morphed from complete bastard to almost-gentleman within the space of three days. 
 
    ‘Looking very glam,’ Celine remarks. 
 
    ‘Am I?’ I glance down at my short black dress. 
 
    ‘Oh yes. But you seem a little nervous.’ 
 
    Spot on. I am nervous. Because I sincerely hope Max won’t be visiting his brother tonight. Bumping into him here is the last thing I need. ‘I’m okay.’ I hand back the pen and note a cream envelope and a slip of paper on the desk. 
 
    ‘Before you go to the room, I have a request from X.’ 
 
    ‘Another one?’ 
 
    ‘He’d like to be able to contact you directly. He’s asked for your mobile number.’ 
 
    ‘He wants to talk to me?’ 
 
    A strange little hope springs to life, a brittle split-second daydream of my faceless man emerging from the shadows, offering himself to me, body and soul. 
 
    ‘No.’ Those bright red lips curve into a smile. ‘He just wants to text. I suppose it makes it easier to issue orders.’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ The daydream shatters. A slump of disappointment gives way to a rush of embarrassment. 
 
    ‘And then there’s this.’ She slips the envelope towards me. ‘Open it.’ 
 
    I do as I’m told, turn the envelope upside down and watch a pair of earbuds slips out. 
 
    ‘What are these for?’ I ask, immediately feeling like a fool. 
 
    ‘Your ears,’ Celine laughs. ‘To mute the sound.’ 
 
    I pick up the earbuds and cup them in my palm. 
 
    ‘He wants me to put them in?’ 
 
    ‘No. He just wants you to see them, to know what’s going to happen. Leave them on the bedside table and he’ll put them in when necessary.’ 
 
    ‘Okay...’ 
 
    ‘Anything wrong?’ 
 
    ‘It’s just strange. Why would he want me to wear these?’ Because he’s afraid he’ll lose control? That he’ll moan and groan in the heat of the moment and cry out? Or is it because I’ve already met him, and just the sound of his breathing might give him away? 
 
    ‘Limiting the senses is one way of highlighting your pleasure,’ Celine explains. ‘Perhaps that’s why.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’ 
 
    ‘And if you’re not comfortable with the situation, you’re free to leave. I’m sure he won’t take it personally.’ 
 
    ‘It’s just weird,’ I murmur, knowing I can’t leave. Whoever he is, I’m already hooked on my mystery lover, craving more just like any addict. 
 
    ‘I know it seems that way. But in the grand scheme of things in this place, it’s really not weird at all.’ She leans in, conspiratorially. ‘We have a certain gentleman here who likes to dress his lady friends entirely in latex.’ 
 
    ‘No...’ 
 
    ‘He makes believe they’re dolls.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, goodness.’ 
 
    ‘And another who pretends to be a baby.’ 
 
    ‘You’re kidding me.’ 
 
    ‘No, I’m not,’ she laughs again. ‘He has a large cot in his room, and a year’s supply of adult-sized nappies.’ Suddenly she becomes serious, and I’m not surprised. After all, she must have noticed the horror splashed across my face. ‘I’m only telling you this so you can put the earbuds into perspective. X isn’t into fetishes. He’s not extreme.’ 
 
    And yet, there’s still a niggling question. ‘But is he likely to get that way? I mean...will he want to go further? You know...whipping, things like that...’ 
 
    ‘I told you there’d be no pain. I wasn’t lying.’ She straightens up. ‘Tell me, Ella. Did he hurt you the last time you were here?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘And did he put you at your ease, attend to your needs?’ 
 
    ‘Well, yes.’ 
 
    ‘Need I say more?’ 
 
    Pinning down the slip of paper with an immaculate finger-nail, she slides it towards me. ‘For your mobile number,’ she explains. ‘I think you’ve made quite an impact on your mystery man.’ 
 
    My heart skips a beat. The daydream resurrects itself. But there’s no point in dreaming. No point in hope. After all, this arrangement is never going to be anything other than sexual, and no matter how attached I become to X, nothing’s ever going to come of it. Snuffing out the fantasy, I scribble down my number and hand it back to Celine. 
 
    ‘Hi Ella.’ 
 
    Dropping the pen, I look up to find Sebastian Delaney descending the staircase. Every inch the millionaire playboy in black jeans and a white shirt, he approaches the desk. 
 
    ‘You...you know my name?’ I stammer. 
 
    ‘Well, you did sign in as Ella Fairbrother.’ He gives me a wicked grin. ‘Max told me he’d recognised you.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’ 
 
    ‘Rumbled. Did he sack you? I wouldn’t be surprised. Apparently, you gave him a mouthful.’ 
 
    Yet again, I wince at the memory. ‘No, thank God.’ 
 
    ‘You must be bloody good at what you do.’ He nods at the book. ‘Thinking of becoming a member?’ 
 
    ‘Couldn’t afford it. I’m just a guest, again.’ 
 
    He cocks his head. ‘But Christophe’s not here tonight.’ 
 
    ‘No, no, no. It’s…er…someone else.’ 
 
    ‘And I thought you were a prude.’ 
 
    I shuffle about on my heels. ‘Well, you know...’ 
 
    ‘No teasing, Seb,’ Celine intervenes. ‘Not everyone’s a natural libertine. You wanted to go over the kitchen accounts?’ She produces a file from beneath the desk, thrusts it at Sebastian and returns her attention to me. ‘I’ll go and hand this over, Ella. Just keep your phone out.’ 
 
    ‘Very mysterious.’ Sebastian watches Celine disappear into the East Wing. 
 
    ‘The kitchen accounts?’ 
 
    ‘Oh no.’ He opens the file and begins to study a list of figures. ‘They’re as clear as day. I mean what Celine’s up to.’ 
 
    My face flushes. I say nothing. And while Sebastian trawls through the accounts, I take the opportunity to examine him more closely. 
 
    ‘Shit,’ I mouth, struck by a sudden realisation. 
 
    I’ve already had my suspicions about Max being X, but Sebastian Delaney’s pretty much the same height and build as his brother. And clean-shaven too. I’m tempted to lean over and check out his scent, but he might take it the wrong way. 
 
    ‘It’s rude to stare.’ He closes the file. 
 
    ‘Sorry.’ Indeed it is. But he’s certainly in the running. And it might be worth trimming back the possibilities. ‘Is...er...Max here tonight?’ 
 
    ‘Not that I know of. Hoping to meet him?’ 
 
    ‘God, no. It’s just... I don’t want him to know I’ve been here. I’m just a little embarrassed. And...’ 
 
    ‘I understand.’ Sebastian’s eyes sparkle. ‘And for my money, there’s no need to be embarrassed. But if he does turn up – which is rather unlikely – I’ll say nothing.’ He taps the file. ‘Right, I need to go. Things to do. See you later.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Bye.’ I watch him saunter off to the bar. 
 
    As soon as he’s gone, my brain fills with questions, and they all stem from Sebastian’s parting words...’I’ll see you later.’ What exactly did he mean? Later tonight or later in life? Was it just a general sort of thing people say when they’re not going to see each other at all? Or will he actually see me later, without me seeing him? 
 
    Thankfully, I’m saved from any further mental anguish by Celine’s return. 
 
    ‘All sorted. Let me escort you to the room. And don’t forget the envelope.’ 
 
    I have just enough time to scoop it up before she leads me back to room two. With another flash of the card, the door opens. 
 
    ‘Here you go.’ She holds out an arm. 
 
    I hesitate. ‘Can I just ask?’ The latest question balances right on the edge of my tongue. Sebastian. Is Sebastian X? With a shake of the head, I swallow the words. After all, as long as Max is out of the picture, it makes no difference. ‘Nothing.’ I step inside the room. ‘It’s okay. Nothing.’ 
 
    The door closes behind me. I drop the envelope on the bedside table – next to a bottle of white wine and a glass – take my mobile out of my handbag, and dump the bag in a corner. Clutching the phone, I sit on the bed and spend a couple of minutes staring into space before a text arrives from an unknown number. 
 
    The wine’s for you. Help yourself. 
 
    The first words from X – thinking of me, putting me at my ease. To be polite, I pour myself a glass and take a little sip. It’s certainly expensive stuff but seeing as I want to be totally sharp and utterly aware, I don’t drink any more. I text him back. 
 
    Thank you. It’s lovely. 
 
    A reply arrives quickly, and it’s unexpectedly personal. 
 
    How was your day? 
 
    An image of Max Delaney flits into my head. Immediately, I banish it and decide on one simple word. 
 
    Tough. 
 
    Another text arrives. 
 
    Mine too. 
 
    Should I ask why? Probably not. I’m pretty sure he won’t appreciate prying. Before I have time to think of a suitable reply, he texts again. 
 
    I want you to forget everything tonight, and just enjoy. 
 
    And again. 
 
    Do you like honey? 
 
    Honey? 
 
    Yes. Why? 
 
    It’s a couple of minutes before the next reply. 
 
    You’ll find out. Whatever happens tonight, trust me. I won’t hurt you. Do you understand? 
 
    With shaking fingers, I tap in a quick reply. 
 
    Yes. 
 
    And now his first instruction. 
 
    Good. Undress. Lie on the bed. Blindfold on. 
 
    I place my mobile on the bedside table, glance at the two little waxy earbuds, and get up. Quivering with anticipation, I do as I’m told, stripping off the black dress and laying it across the back of the chaise-longue. My bra and knickers follow quickly. Finally, I pick up the blindfold and sit on the bed. 
 
    I hear three knocks. 
 
    After one last look around the room, I pull on the blindfold...and wait. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The door opens. Drawing my knees to my chest, I wrap my arms around my legs and listen carefully. But I only catch the faintest sounds: footsteps, a bottle or glass being placed on the bedside table, the movement of fabric. 
 
    He sits by my side. 
 
    ‘Hello.’ 
 
    A hand comes to my face and cups my cheek: his greeting in return. 
 
    ‘I’ve been looking forward to not seeing you again.’ 
 
    He touches the end of my nose, almost playful for a moment before running a warm palm up and down my left thigh over and over again, gently reassuring me with slow, patient movements. When I’m completely relaxed, he coaxes my arms away from my legs, encourages me to shuffle down the bed and lie on my back. On automatic pilot now, I follow every direction with no hesitation – submitting, relinquishing control, doing exactly what I vowed not to do – because at this point in time it’s precisely what I need. 
 
    With stage one complete, he sets about the next job...stirring up a maelstrom of sensations. A hand makes contact with my stomach. I shiver, then smile as it begins to drift lazily across my midriff, leaving a trail of goose bumps in its wake. He takes in my arms, my shoulders, my neck, travels down to my left breast, caressing it for a short while before massaging the nipple between thumb and forefinger until it’s fully erect. Moving on to my right breast, he repeats the process. By the time he’s finished conjuring up a heady brew of desire and anticipation, my breathing’s shallowed, my pulse is spiking and my crotch seems to be on fire. 
 
    It’s just as well he gives me a brief intermission. Taking hold of my arms, he repositions them above my head and keeps my hands firmly in place. And while I calm myself, he leans in...and pauses. Instinctively, I know what’s coming next, and so it’s no surprise when his lips brush against mine, teasing, tantalising, titillating. As soon as I open my mouth, he takes full advantage, closing his lips around mine, probing with his tongue and delivering a long kiss that’s seriously too good to be true. 
 
    I’m on the point of delirium when he finally breaks the kiss and leaves the bed. I listen intently to the quiet sound of him undressing, the padding of footsteps, the soft swish of a door, and realise he’s fetching something from the wardrobe. Silently cursing myself for failing to take a sneaky peek at his secret stash of sex toys, I hear the now-familiar jingle of metal. A tremor of excitement travels through my core and once again I’m zinging inside, alive with expectation. 
 
    Moving from one side of the bed to the other, he takes my wrists, one at a time, and restrains them with the same leather manacles as before. And then something new...the touch of cold, hard leather closing around my right ankle. 
 
    ‘What the...’ 
 
    He spends a few seconds brushing the back of a hand against my foot – a reminder there’s nothing to fear – and then presses on, buckling the cuff into place, tightening it slightly, checking for comfort. I hear another metallic jingle, and can only guess he’s attaching the cuff to a chain. When it’s done, he repeats the entire process with my left foot, before adjusting the chains and forcing my legs further apart. Taking a deep breath, I test the bindings, only to find there’s no give whatsoever. 
 
    The bed dips again. I sense warm skin against my inner thighs. For a moment or two, there’s nothing, and then a super-light touch against my right thigh. I gasp, wriggle as much as I can, but I’m quickly halted by a hand on my stomach. It comes again, once, twice, three times. 
 
    ‘A feather,’ I note, quickly assessing the situation. I’m thoroughly restrained, my invisible lover’s armed himself with his weapon of choice and he’s clearly about to drive me to the edge of sanity with it. I have no idea whether to squeal with glee, or beg for mercy. Not that either would make much difference. 
 
    Without any further delay, he trails the feather down the outside of my right leg, taking his time, pausing here and there to tap or flick, or whirl it round in little circles. He takes it all the way to the ankle before transferring his attentions to my inner leg and returning to the top. Immediately, he mirrors the actions on my left leg, and by the time he reaches the apex of my thighs for a second time, a hundred thousand delicate nerve endings have sprung to life with a million tiny electric shocks. Rendering me a complete mess and leaving me groaning like a Jezebel, it’s nothing less than heavenly torment – and it’s a torment that’s only about to increase in intensity. 
 
    The feather dances across my pubic hair, moves slowly up to my stomach where it swirls around my belly button, skips lightly out to my hips, then back again. Taking an absolute age, he explores every single square inch of my midriff before rising to his knees and balancing himself with his left hand. Once in place, he brushes the feather along my arms, across my chest and round my neck, repeating the process again and again until I’m practically drowning in a flood of tingling sensations. 
 
    Changing tack now, he focusses on my breasts, lazily circling the areolae for an age, before touching the very tips of my nipples and triggering a wave of vibrations in my core. They’re threatening to hurl me right over the edge when he returns to his haunches and takes the feather down to my crotch. The instant he tickles at the soft flesh surrounding my vagina, I sense the first contraction. And he must sense it too. Coming to a halt, he waits until I’m completely calm before tickling again. And then again, repeatedly: tickle, stop, wait, tickle. At last, I just can’t take any more. 
 
    ‘Wreck,’ I gasp. ‘Wreck.’ 
 
    As if I’ve just issued an order, he stops completely, plants a gentle kiss on my clitoris and gets up from the bed. I take in a few deep breaths, focussing on the business of controlling my body. I’m almost there when he sits beside me. I hear a click, and a finger comes to my mouth, bringing with it a delicious sweetness. 
 
    ‘Honey,’ I grin, recalling the text. ‘Where’s that going?’ 
 
    The answer comes immediately. A chilled, viscous liquid dribbles onto my breasts. And while I squirm in delight, he gets up and returns to his position between my legs. Placing a hand either side of my torso, he leans over me. 
 
    And then I feel it. 
 
    The soft, velvety touch of his tongue on my left breast. Only the tip at first, then more, delicately working honey into my skin and drawing it over the areola. Closing his lips around the nipple, he sucks gently, causing muscles to clench and a mass of glorious shimmers to congregate in my core. 
 
    ‘Oh God,’ I groan, luxuriating in the contrast between warm tongue and cool honey. ‘That’s so good.’ 
 
    His lips curve against my skin. Evidently pleased with my response, he repeats the process at my right breast, sucking harder this time and doubling the force of the shimmers. I’m wondering if this alone is going to make me come when he gives me a brief respite, adjusting his position and moving further down. 
 
    I wait. For how long, I have no idea. 
 
    At last, I tense at the feel of a drip on my stomach. And then another. Drawing in a quick, jittery breath, I raise my backside a little from the bed. Another drip. Another breath. A few more seconds of waiting before he dribbles a line of honey around my belly button. I bite my lip, feel breath against skin, moan quietly as he begins to lick again, tracing a slow, languid circle and clearing away every last remnant of sweetness. 
 
    He moves again, pauses briefly. And my lungs falter while one drop after another drizzles through my pubic hair, trickling down over my clitoris to my perineum. A hand arrives at the outside of each thigh...and then the warmth of his tongue. Licking and lapping everywhere, it finally homes in on my clitoris, patiently swirling round the bud of nerves and causing a bundle of energy to spark and grow deep inside. Repeatedly, he brings me right to the edge, before holding off and leaving me to fall back. I’m soon tugging at the bindings and writhing for all I’m worth, utterly desperate for the end, but determined not to use my safe word. When he finally decides to take me all the way, I cry out. 
 
    ‘Jesus! Thank God!’ 
 
    Ripples of warmth peak into a crescendo of pleasure, sending waves of heat undulating throughout my groin. I’m still riding the high when I sense him above me, still quivering and quaking inside when the next words tumble from my lips. 
 
    ‘Who are you?’ 
 
    Immediately, I’m pinned down by his body and silenced with a long, honey kiss. 
 
    And then he’s gone again, leaving me to float away in ecstasy while he executes the next stage of his devilish plan. Gently, he traces a fingertip around my right ear and inserts an earbud. 
 
    ‘Ah.’ 
 
    The second earbud’s inserted, and together they’re surprisingly effective, muffling most of the sound. I’m just getting used to this new form of restraint when he climbs back onto the bottom of the bed. 
 
    ‘Yes.’ We’re in business. 
 
    He’s over me now, a hand to either side of my torso, readying himself for the main course. Just like before, he leans onto his right elbow, using his free hand to guide himself in. With his cheek against mine now, he buries himself as far as he can, bringing his right hand to the back of my head and slipping the left hand beneath me, flat against the small of my back. Again, I feel him keenly, twitching and throbbing as he probes deeper, causing a new pressure to form inside. 
 
    I’m expecting him to withdraw, but he stalls and kisses me for a second time, moulding his lips to mine with such complete tenderness that I’m overwhelmed by the intimacy of the moment, and suddenly convinced I’m closer to this unseen lover than I’ve ever been to any man. I’m spiralling into confusion when he gently breaks the kiss; still wondering how on earth it’s possible to feel this way when he pulls out and enters again. A throbbing, pulsating heat erupts beneath my clitoris, the pressure burgeons and with immediate effect, I’m distracted by pure lust. 
 
    Withdrawing again, he pauses, teasing, torturing, making me want him even more...as if that’s possible. 
 
    ‘Please,’ I beg. ‘Please.’ 
 
    The grip on my head and my back tightens, and he answers my prayers. 
 
    At a slow, steady pace he enters and withdraws over and over again, adjusting his position a couple of times before he begins to increase both tempo and power. Before long he’s thrusting with a carnal ferocity, and I’m entirely focussed on that building pressure between my legs, fighting for breath, battling the urge to let go. It’s then that he brings his mouth back to mine, working his tongue between my lips and claiming me completely. Along with a few more thrusts, more powerful than anything I’ve known before, it’s enough to put an end to all self-control. I sense his cock hardening inside, catch a muffled groan as he stiffens, stalls and empties himself. And at the same time, an army of spasms reverberate throughout my core, sweeping me away on a wave of absolute bliss, slap-bang into a dream world of perfect sexual gratification. 
 
    Which is why I’m completely floored when a handful of tears well up in my eyes. I’d fight them back, but they’re determined to multiply. In fact, before I know it, I’m sobbing. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry,’ I gasp. 
 
    In the middle of bringing us both down, he halts. And still buried deep inside, he simply holds me tight. 
 
    ‘I’m not sad.’ 
 
    But maybe I am. Sad that this consummate physical intimacy can never come to anything. 
 
    ‘I’m really not.’ 
 
    Or perhaps Celine was right. Perhaps this is nothing more than a physical manifestation of the release she promised. In truth, I have no idea what’s going on. I’m just grateful when a thumb touches against my left cheekbone, gently wiping away the tears before his lips seal around mine, delivering a long, slow, tender kiss that puts an end to my turmoil. By the time he’s finished, I’m calm again...and more than a little embarrassed. 
 
    ‘I’m fine now,’ I tell him. 
 
    With a peck on the lips, he withdraws, gets up from the bed and frees me from the restraints. 
 
    ‘I’m not normally like that. I hope I haven’t put you off.’ 
 
    Sorely tempted to lift the blindfold, I sit up and come to my senses, settling for taking out the ear buds instead. With a cock of the head, I listen attentively to the sounds of him dressing and tidying up. When he’s done, he touches my cheek – a fond, lingering goodbye. 
 
    And then he’s gone. 
 
    As soon as I hear the three knocks, I take off the blindfold and squint into the light. My mobile pings. I turn to find a message from X. 
 
    Why did you cry? 
 
    I text back through a blur. 
 
    I don’t know, but it’s not you. I love being with you. 
 
    I wait for a few minutes, wondering if I’ve gone and said too much. With no reply forthcoming, I finally get up and pull on my clothes. As soon as I pick up my mobile, it pings again. And my heart trips at the sight of a new message from X. 
 
    Trust me. It’s mutual. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Wednesday afternoon. Dressed in a white blouse and black trouser suit, I arrive at Tottenham Court Road station far too early. It’s a short walk to Soho Square and almost an hour until I’m expected at Miller and Howe. Emerging from the station, I decide to pass the time in an old favourite – Tony’s café – a haphazard little place tucked away in a Soho side street. Five minutes later, as soon as I set foot in the doorway, I’m greeted by a squeal of delight. 
 
    ‘Oh my, she’s back!’ Launching himself from behind the counter, approximately seventeen stones’ worth of Sicilian man bears down on me, squeezes me half to death and plants a soggy kiss on my cheek. His bushy moustache tickles my skin. ‘She’s been gone too long. Tony misses her.’ 
 
    I pull back as far as I can, which isn’t too far seeing as I’m still clamped in his arms. 
 
    ‘She’s missed you too,’ I tell him. I’d almost forgotten Tony’s strange habit of referring to himself in the third person, and my own practice of taking the same approach. 
 
    ‘Profits have gone through the floor since you left,’ he complains. His moustache droops. ‘Tell Tony you’re coming back.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe.’ I shrug. ‘Job interview.’ 
 
    ‘Where?’ 
 
    ‘Miller and Howe.’ 
 
    ‘Hey, it’s just over there.’ He points at a wall. ‘You’d better get it. Tony wants your money.’ Releasing me, he takes a step back. ‘So, how’s your crazy friend?’ 
 
    ‘Marnie? Crazier than ever. Tony might see her later. She’s leaving work early to join me.’ 
 
    ‘Aye.’ He bites his hand. ‘Tony hopes so.’ His moustache quivers. ‘But now, he will put on your favourite song...for good luck.’ 
 
    My lips part, ready to remind him that Frank Sinatra’s ‘My Way’ has never been my favourite song – in fact, I rather suspect it’s Tony’s favourite song, seeing as he insists on playing it at the slightest excuse – but there’s no point. He’s already on his knees behind the counter, fumbling about with CDs. 
 
    ‘Latte, please,’ I smile at the confused waitress, cringing as the first bars of ‘My Way’ blare out. 
 
    ‘Too loud?’ Tony shouts, bobbing up from behind the counter. 
 
    ‘A little bit,’ I shout back, miming the act of adjusting a volume knob. 
 
    Thankfully, he takes the hint, turning it down a little, although it’s still not quiet enough for my liking. 
 
    ‘You sit down and soak up the luck.’ He waves a hand. ‘Tony will bring your coffee.’ 
 
    I take a seat by the window, surveying familiar surroundings: bare brick walls, uneven flagstones, a motley selection of mismatched chairs and tables. Feeling completely at home, I take a notebook and pen from my handbag, flip open the book and wonder what on earth I’m about to write. After all, with this being more of a chat than an interview, there’s really no need to prepare anything. I’m on the verge of dropping the notebook back into the handbag when Tony deposits a latte in front of me, spots the blank page, puts an index finger to his lips and finally withdraws. At which point, I should probably begin to gather a few thoughts. But I don’t. Instead, while ‘My Way’ kicks off for a second time, I take a few sips of coffee and allow my mind to wander back to X. 
 
    At first I simply luxuriate in memories, but it’s not long before I’m trying to picture my invisible man. Half-tempted to fill the blank page in front of me with a sketch, I review the evidence so far: broad shoulders and firm biceps; pert buttocks, hard legs; a faultless six-pack leading neatly down to his crotch; and those lips, so warm and sensuous and giving. With a few more sips of coffee, I think back to last night’s kisses, reliving them over and over again, increasingly convinced I felt something different...a growing intimacy perhaps. In truth, I have no idea what’s going on with X, but he’s certainly helped knock Max Delaney out of my head; and maybe that’s why it’s worth trying to lure him further out of the shadows. Digging my phone out of my handbag, I key in a quick text and stare at it, wondering if I’m pushing things too far. But what the hell? Before I can change my mind, I tap the ‘send’ icon. 
 
    Last night was incredible. Thank you. 
 
    I’m expecting no reply. But within a minute, I get one. 
 
    You’re welcome. I enjoy giving you pleasure. 
 
    And then another, hot on its tail. 
 
    Are you free on Friday? X 
 
    A broad smile lands on my face: we’ve kicked off another conversation, of sorts. But why the sudden appearance of an X? Surely he knows I’ve already stored his number and there’s no need to sign off. With a rush of warmth, I send my reply. 
 
    Yes. It’s a no-brainer. 
 
    Seven. X 
 
    A man of few words. And another X. Before I can wonder what’s going on, a fourth text arrives. 
 
    I’m addicted to you. X 
 
    I stare at the screen, utterly stunned. Addicted? Seriously? A tremor of excitement erupts inside. Could this really be leading somewhere? With jittery fingers, I send my reply. 
 
    It’s mutual. 
 
    There’s a clatter, and a crash. 
 
    ‘Bloody thing!’ Tony cries out, hammering a fist against the top of the coffee machine. ‘Tony’s going to take you to the bloody dump!’ 
 
    My smile deepens. Tony’s too preoccupied beating the living daylights out of a lump of metal to play ‘My Way’ a third time, my mysterious lover seems to be as hooked on me as I am on him, and there’s the prospect of a new job, a fresh beginning. For once, the future’s in my hands. And it doesn’t get any better than this. Finishing off the coffee, I gather up my belongings, give Tony a cheery farewell wave and make my way to Miller and Howe. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Within two hours, I’m back at the café, this time nursing a flat white and a seething temper. Slumped in the same seat, absent-mindedly mauling a sugar sachet, I scowl out of the window, blind to everything but the rain. The background music doesn’t help – ‘That’s Life’ playing low on repeat. It’s Tony’s way of telling me to keep my chin up, but right now I’m in no mood for Sinatra’s crooning philosophy. 
 
    Just after three, a noticeably carefree Marnie steps through the doorway, shaking her umbrella and soaking the counter-top in the process. Scrunching up the sugar sachet, I watch Tony greet her with a bear hug and say something in her ear. In an instant, the light-heartedness disappears. She glances in my direction, hesitates, and finally approaches. 
 
    ‘Hey you.’ Tentatively, she lowers herself onto the chair next to mine. 
 
    ‘Hi.’ 
 
    ‘Tony’s told me. I’m so sorry. I thought it was a dead-cert.’ 
 
    ‘So did I.’ 
 
    ‘What happened then?’ 
 
    Resisting the urge to scream, I take in a breath. ‘Apparently there’s no longer an opening.’ 
 
    ‘How come?’ 
 
    ‘How do you think?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. That’s why I’m asking.’ 
 
    ‘Well...’ I rip the sugar sachet in two, spilling its contents across the table. ‘I could be wrong, but I’m pretty sure I was absolutely perfect for the job. And I could be wrong again, but seeing as David Howe actually head-hunted me, I’m also pretty sure it was mine for the taking. The trouble is...’ I wipe a scatter of sugar onto the floor, ‘it seems my chances were scuppered by a complete fucking bastard.’ 
 
    ‘Who?’ 
 
    ‘Who do you think?’ I ask, and then I offer up the answer, because I can’t be arsed to coax it out of Marnie’s brain. ‘Max Delaney.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘The Prince of fucking Darkness.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ She swallows. ‘He what?’ 
 
    Confused, she looks over to Tony...as if he’s going to be of any help. Which he isn’t, of course, because he’s too busy whacking the side of the coffee machine. 
 
    ‘So, here’s the story,’ I begin. ‘As soon as I got there, I knew something was wrong. David Howe was a little...how shall I say it? Sheepish.’ 
 
    ‘Sheepish?’ 
 
    ‘Like a sheep,’ I confirm. ‘He took me into his office, gave me a cup of tea, and told me there was no longer an opening.’ In my poshest, deepest voice, I do my best imitation of the sheepish owner of Miller and Howe. ‘I’m so sorry for the inconvenience, Ella, blah, blah, blah. I would have called, but things moved too quickly.’ 
 
    ‘Hang on a minute,’ Marnie interrupts. ‘How did things move too quickly? Don’t tell me he’s found someone better. There is no one better.’ 
 
    ‘He wouldn’t say. It was all a bit vague.’ 
 
    ‘So how do you know Delaney’s involved?’ 
 
    ‘Because it’s obvious. He wants to keep me at Phillips, and he’s a shit bag.’ 
 
    ‘You know I don’t like the man, but that’s a bit of a leap...’ 
 
    ‘How about this, then?’ My voice rises. ‘On the way out, David Howe pats me on the back and says he’s sure I’ll be happy working for DelCorp.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Marnie gasps. ‘Why would he say that?’ 
 
    ‘Why, exactly?’ My voice rises even further. I pick up my mug and slam it back down. ‘And then, he looks at me, in this I’d-really-like-to-tell-you-something kind of way.’ 
 
    ‘Uh?’ 
 
    ‘Only he doesn’t tell me anything.’ 
 
    ‘No?’ 
 
    ‘Sod all. And then he says, ‘Goodbye, Ella. And good luck.’’ 
 
    ‘Fuck.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Fuck. He’s a fucking sheep, and Delaney’s fucking got to him. I know it.’ 
 
    ‘But how?’ Marnie’s voice rises too. 
 
    ‘How?’ I wave a hand in the air. ‘I don’t fucking know. Maybe he’s threatened a takeover.’ 
 
    ‘You need to sue the bastard,’ Marnie growls. And then she huffs and puffs, and growls again. ‘But you need proof. Go back to Miller and Howe. Have it out with the ovine one.’ 
 
    ‘And you think he’s going to own up? You think Delaney’s stupid enough to let him do that? He’s a bastard, not an idiot. He’ll have David Howe right under his fucking billionaire thumb.’ 
 
    As if to make a point, with a dramatic flourish I press my right thumb on the table. 
 
    ‘I don’t understand,’ Marnie seethes. ‘Why would Delaney go that far?’ 
 
    ‘Probably,’ I reply with all the sarcasm I can muster, ‘because I’m very good at my job.’ 
 
    While I bad-temperedly flick granules of sugar about, Marnie huffs and puffs some more. 
 
    ‘Maybe you should be very shit at your job,’ she suggests at last. ‘Then he’d have to fire you.’ 
 
    The idea bounces across the surface of my brain, but it’s quickly dismissed. ‘I can’t be very shit at my job,’ I tell her. Largely because I’m far too proud to cock up my work. But there’s another issue. ‘Word gets around.’ 
 
    ‘Point taken.’ She nods. ‘No crapping on your own reputation.’ And then, she thinks again. ‘I know! Maybe you should insult him a bit more, only ratchet it up.’ 
 
    ‘How can I possibly ratchet it up?’ 
 
    ‘Swearing?’ 
 
    I shake my head. ‘No point. I think he’d actually enjoy it.’ 
 
    ‘Bugger.’ She sinks into silence, shifts uncomfortably in her seat, and finally brings up the inevitable. ‘You know what this is, don’t you?’ she asks. ‘It’s all part of Delaney’s plan. I know you’ve told him you’re not interested, but he’s still pursuing you.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, don’t start on that.’ 
 
    ‘But it’s true.’ 
 
    I’m poised for a full-on rant when a portly, moustachioed Sicilian man appears at my side. 
 
    ‘Tony is worried about you.’ 
 
    ‘Tony doesn’t need to worry about me,’ I grouch. ‘Ella’s still got a job. Just not the job she wanted. And could Tony please stop playing Frank fucking Sinatra?’ 
 
    Totally affronted, he slaps a hand against his chest and retreats to the counter. 
 
    ‘There’s no need to take it out on the Godfather,’ Marnie hisses. ‘He’s concerned. That’s all.’ 
 
    ‘I know.’ In an instant, regret and shame take hold of me. ‘I’m sorry,’ I call after him. 
 
    He glances back, blows me a kiss, and it seems I’m forgiven. 
 
    ‘So...’ Marnie says quietly. ‘What now?’ 
 
    ‘I really don’t know.’ I shake my head. ‘Miller and Howe was all I had.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t mean that. I mean what are we going to do this afternoon? I mean, we could sit here, drink coffee and put the world to rights...’ 
 
    ‘Or we could just get shit-faced.’ 
 
    ‘Ella!’ She shoots me a warning scowl. 
 
    ‘Marnie!’ I shoot her one back. ‘I’m a grown woman. Can’t we just forget the issues? Just for one day?’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps...’ She falters, caught in the throes of second thoughts. ‘But you shouldn’t really get shit-faced, not if you’re going to that drinks thing at Delaney’s house tonight.’ 
 
    Out of nowhere, a brilliant fantasy springs to life: I’m turning up at Delaney’s swish billionaire do, putting him in his place, in front of everyone, with a few more insults and quite possibly a good dose of swearing. 
 
    ‘Fuck Max Delaney and his drinks thing,’ I sigh, knowing it’s a fantasy I’ll never act on. ‘And fuck this coffee too.’ I push the mug away. ‘Where’s the nearest pub?’ 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    By early evening, we are shit-faced. After a succession of pubs and bars, we finally land at the Soho Hotel. Staggering past two enormous plant pots flanking the doorway, and a bizarrely massive Chinese cat, we slip under the radar of a busy receptionist and aim straight for the bar. I prop myself against the counter and drunkenly inspect my surroundings – a mad assortment of styles and patterns, a complete onslaught on the senses. If I were sober, it would boggle my mind. But as it is, I’m anything but sober. And I’m soon wondering if this is some sort of weird psychedelic trip. 
 
    ‘Can I help?’ a barman asks. 
 
    ‘Yes, my good man.’ Marnie assumes her best posh accent. ‘Two glasses of your cheapest dry white wine, if you please.’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    While he sets about pouring our drinks, I do my best to focus on a mural behind the bar: a stylized series of scenes – cars and roads, fields and trees – but before I can make any sense of it, the barman returns with two glasses of wine and politely informs us of the bill. Mouth agape, Marnie hands over a twenty-pound note...and receives no change. 
 
    ‘Fucking hell,’ she gasps, picking up her glass and staggering off to a banquette. 
 
    In a daze, I grab my own glass and follow. ‘What are we actually doing here?’ I slur. ‘This is too expensive.’ Trying not to sway, I place my glass on the table, realise it’s a see-through plastic box stuffed with toy cars, and sink onto the seat next to Marnie. ‘And what’s with the cars?’ 
 
    ‘No idea.’ She shakes her head. ‘But I do know this. The club’s given me a taste for the high life.’ 
 
    ‘Is this the high life?’ I survey the room. I still have no idea why she’s dragged me here. 
 
    ‘It’s full of rich people.’ She waves a hand. ‘Look at them all. Rich. Ten quid for a glass of wine. Nothing to people like this.’ 
 
    I take another look. Yes, the punters are rich. There’s no doubt about it. Without exception, every single one of them is decked out in designer gear. 
 
    ‘Models.’ Marnie leans towards me and nods at the next table where a pair of emaciated women are gracefully sipping at cocktails. ‘They’ll be sucking on cardboard for dinner.’ With a knowing grimace, she slugs back half her wine. 
 
    ‘Take it easy. You’ve just downed a fiver.’ 
 
    ‘Shit.’ Utterly horrified, she stares at the glass. 
 
    ‘Ten pounds a go, and it doesn’t even taste special,’ I moan. ‘If we stay here, I’ll be filing for bankruptcy by midnight. Can we go somewhere else?’ 
 
    ‘What about work?’ Marnie squints. 
 
    ‘What about it?’ I’ve got the usual full day tomorrow, but I don’t care. In fact, all I care about is blotting out any thoughts of Max Delaney, if only for a little while. ‘Bloody bastard,’ I grumble, wrestling my mobile from my hand-bag. And then I stall. ‘Oooh.’ A text from X. A much-needed oasis in this desert of shite. I open it. 
 
    How was your day? X 
 
    He cares, an inebriated voice purrs at the back of my head. He cares, and that means – maybe, possibly, perhaps – we might just stand a chance of having some sort of normal relationship. Through blurred vision, I tap in my reply. 
 
    Crap. Drowning my sorrows. 
 
    ‘Who’s that?’ Marnie demands, leaning in. 
 
    Ah, what the hell, the voice purrs again. Go on. Let that massive cat out of its massive bag. ‘My mysterious lover.’ 
 
    ‘Say what?’ Shooting up in her seat, Marnie loses another pound’s worth of wine over the rim of her glass. ‘What do you mean, mysterious lover? Tell.’ 
 
    I laugh a little too loudly, note the intrigue in her drink-bleary eyes, and suddenly I’m eager to share the strange direction my life’s taken over the past week. 
 
    ‘While you were off getting some French cock, I didn’t just insult bastard-features, or read a bloody manuscript.’ With a wink and a wobble, I pick up my super-expensive glass of wine, take a quick sip, and finally make my announcement. ‘I accepted an offer.’ 
 
    ‘What sort of offer?’ 
 
    ‘A sexual offer.’ 
 
    ‘No!’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘But you told me...’ 
 
    ‘I lied.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ She stares at me, shocked and confused. ‘Who?’ she demands. 
 
    Ah, now for the weird bit. 
 
    ‘I don’t know. Hence...’ I raise my glass. ‘He’s my mysterious lover.’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t tell you his name?’ 
 
    ‘Nope.’ And before she can bombard me with a thousand pointless questions, I dish out a couple of facts. ‘I don’t know anything about him, and I don’t know what he looks like either.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Blindfold.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Are you the queen of ‘What’ tonight?’ 
 
    ‘Stop pissing about.’ She slams down her glass. ‘Tell me what’s going on.’ 
 
    I give a nonchalant shrug. ‘Had an offer. Took it up. Went to one of the private rooms.’ 
 
    ‘But a blindfold?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, a blindfold.’ 
 
    Marnie’s eyes expand. 
 
    ‘And he didn’t say anything either,’ I add. 
 
    ‘That’s bloody weird. I mean, I thought it got kinky with Christophe and his nipple clamps.’ 
 
    ‘Eugh. Don’t go there.’ 
 
    ‘But he didn’t say a word?’ 
 
    ‘Nope.’ 
 
    ‘And you had sex?’ 
 
    ‘Yep.’ 
 
    ‘And he didn’t grunt, or anything like that?’ 
 
    ‘No. He was pretty quiet.’ 
 
    She shakes her head. Her bottom lip drops. ‘I can’t get my head round this. You’re kidding me.’ 
 
    ‘No, I’m not.’ Totally cool, calm and collected, I examine the precious contents of my glass. ‘And I’ve seen him again since then, back at the club...except I didn’t see him.’ I take another sip. ‘And now we’re texting each other.’ 
 
    As I speak, another message arrives: 
 
    Anything I can help with? 
 
    ‘Is that him?’ Marnie cranes her neck. 
 
    ‘Yes, it is. Give me a minute.’ Leaning away from her, I compose a longer reply: 
 
    Only if you feel like duffing up a certain media magnate who’s shat on my career prospects. 
 
    ‘X,’ she murmurs. ‘Very mysterious.’ 
 
    I’m vaguely aware of cheek muscles springing into action. 
 
    ‘Look at that.’ Marnie prods my chin. ‘Look at that smile. Haven’t seen a smile like that on your miserable sodding face in months. Are you falling for this bloke?’ 
 
    ‘Of course not,’ I lie. ‘Two sessions and a handful of texts.’ 
 
    ‘But that smile.’ She prods my chin again. 
 
    ‘Get off.’ I check my mobile. No reply this time. 
 
    ‘Do you think it’ll go anywhere?’ 
 
    ‘No idea.’ But there’s always hope. And although I should probably just accept the arrangement at face value, I know I can’t...because there’s this constant itch of curiosity. 
 
    ‘Well, whatever happens, it’s good news.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘Because it protects you from Bastard Features,’ she explains, as if it should be perfectly obvious. ‘Because it means you can tell him you’ve got a man on the go and he’ll back off. It means you won’t go doing anything stupid.’ 
 
    ‘Like what?’ 
 
    ‘Falling for Delaney.’ 
 
    ‘Will you stop going on about that?’ I snap. ‘I told you, I’m not an idiot. Delaney’s out of the picture.’ I raise my glass to make a drunken toast. ‘And my heart belongs to X.’ A little over the top, perhaps. 
 
    ‘Don’t you know anything about him?’ Marnie asks. 
 
    ‘Celine told me a bit. She says he’s sexy and handsome, but he just likes anonymity.’ 
 
    ‘You must know him. Maybe he’s famous.’ Her eyes widen. ‘Oh God, he could be a film star.’ 
 
    ‘I doubt it.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t think it’s Sebastian?’ 
 
    ‘Sebastian?’ I sit bolt upright, remembering Tuesday night’s niggles. The right build. Right attitude to sex. Always on hand. ‘I suppose it’s a possibility.’ 
 
    A possibility I have no time to process, seeing as Marnie’s intent on moving on to the next. 
 
    ‘Or it could be...’ Her lips snap into a straight line, and suddenly she’s serious, and I know exactly which name she’s about to utter. 
 
    ‘Don’t,’ I warn her, irritation on the rise. ‘It can’t be him. He’s a total prude and he had a beardy thing on Saturday night.’ I touch my chin. 
 
    ‘And invisible lover boy didn’t?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Ever heard of razor blades?’ 
 
    ‘Of course I have.’ And he shaved on Monday morning, I want to add. But if I do add that, I’ll have to own up to my own suspicions, and the fact I’ve already grilled Max on the beardy thing – which I’m still wincing about, even now. Instead, I opt for the next excuse. ‘He was on a motorbike. I would have smelled the sweat, the leather.’ 
 
    ‘Ever heard of showers?’ 
 
    Okay, let’s try a third. ‘He went home.’ 
 
    ‘Did he though?’ 
 
    ‘Marnie, leave it.’ Because I’m fully aware I’m losing this argument. And suddenly, I’m turned on by the possibility it was Max, and disgusted with myself because that’s about as twisted as it gets. ‘Look, it just didn’t feel like some narcissistic, megalomaniac arsewipe. He was too...thoughtful, too...gentle, too...’ 
 
    ‘But it could be Max.’ 
 
    And that does it. 
 
    ‘Don’t. Be. Ridiculous,’ I spit. ‘He’s the reason I’m sitting here, next to a pair of cardboard-sucking mannequins.’ I glance at the models. ‘He’s the reason I’m staring at toy cars and drinking extortionately-priced vinegar. I hate Max Delaney. He’s ruined everything, so don’t go and suggest I’ve actually had sex with him.’ And let him dribble honey over me, and do all those unspeakably wonderful things. No, no, no! ‘God.’ I’m thoroughly riled now. I really should just put an end to the evening and go home. But I don’t want to go home. And suddenly, the fantasy that sprang to life over a cup of coffee is back with a vengeance over a glass of wine. And over a glass of wine, it seems like the best idea in the world. 
 
    ‘Do you know what, Marnie? I’ve really had enough now.’ 
 
    ‘Have you?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, and do you know what I’m going to do?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘I’m going to that drinks party thing.’ 
 
    She gazes at me in sheer terror. ‘You can’t go, Ella! You’re pissed as a newt.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I am!’ I announce proudly at the top of my voice. ‘An angry newt. No! A fucking furious newt.’ 
 
    Marnie leans closer. ‘Calm down,’ she whispers. ‘You can’t go like this.’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’ I whisper back, trying to bring her into focus. ‘Give me one good reason.’ 
 
    ‘Because I can’t come. I’m not invited.’ 
 
    ‘And why would I want you with me? And why are we whispering?’ 
 
    ‘Because we’re extremely drunk.’ As if she’s about to impart some world-shattering secret, she leans in further. ‘And that’s why you should want me with you. To stop you doing something stupid.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not going to do something stupid.’ I finish off the wine – approximately seven pounds fifty’s worth – slam down the glass and stagger to my feet. ‘I’m going to do something very unstupid.’ I wink at the mannequins, who seem to have been listening intently to our conversation. ‘I’m going to give him a piece of my mind.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Marnie whines. ‘Please! Not again.’ 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    I gather my phone and handbag, and I’m out of the door before Marnie can wrestle me back. Sprinting past the cat and the plant pots, I catch my heels on the cobbles outside, steady myself, and totter up to Dean Street. 
 
    ‘Ella!’ Marnie’s voice follows me. ‘Stop! Think about it!’ 
 
    ‘Bollocks to thinking,’ I call back, flagging down a black cab. 
 
    Within seconds, I’m safely installed in the taxi and shouting an order to move as if my life depends on it. With Marnie abandoned at the kerbside, I dig the invite out of my handbag, give instructions to the driver and check the time. Nearly eight o’clock. Which means we’ve been on a four-hour bender. Which means I’m incredibly pissed. As we cross the mayhem of Oxford Street, common sense momentarily raises its head, urging me to make a more reasonable decision and just go home. But common sense isn’t in the mood to hang around. Instead, while the taxi weaves a path through the backstreets of Fitzrovia, it backs off, leaving me to fester over Mr Delaney’s meddling...which is enough to stoke up the anger again, and keep it well and truly raging until we reach the outskirts of Regent’s Park. 
 
    Minutes later, the taxi pulls up at Hanover Terrace and I’m suddenly glued to the back seat of the cab, dumbstruck by the house to my left, because where I’d expected a tasteless monstrosity – maybe some sprawling, characterless mansion to match the vapid modernity of DelCorp’s headquarters – I’m faced with an elegant Georgian town house. 
 
    ‘Fifteen,’ the driver growls, clearly impatient to get rid of me. 
 
    Still in shock, I hand over the money and lurch out of the taxi. Staggering up an immaculate gravel drive, I quickly assess the situation: two security guards standing to either side of a gleaming black door. My shoulders slump. If I seem half as drunk as I actually am, they’ll never let me in. 
 
    ‘Get a grip,’ I urge myself. 
 
    I retrieve the invite from my bag, stumble to the top of a short flight of steps, and present the card to the heavyweight on the left. He inspects me closely, checks my name against a list and then – to my utter and complete surprise – ushers me inside. 
 
    I find myself in a grand hallway, with no time to register anything more than a marble floor before I’m greeted by a waiter and offered a glass of champagne. I grab the champagne and follow directions to the gathering, climbing the first flight of a sweeping staircase. At the top, I pause to admire the tasteful oils lining the walls, the expensive antique furnishings, the all-round effortlessly graceful décor of the place. And then I tune in to the murmur of conversation, the soft lilt of classical music seeping from a room to my right. 
 
    ‘Job to do,’ I remind myself, slugging back the champagne and breaching the open doorway. 
 
    I’m only a couple of steps into the room when I’m blown off course by an impressive space extending the entire depth of the building. Through blurred vision, I try to take it all in: the cream-coloured walls hung with more tasteful oil paintings; an imposing marble fireplace; a dark wooden floor beneath my feet, a pair of grand chandeliers above my head; a set of glass doors to the rear, giving out onto a balcony… 
 
    I get no further than that. My attention’s quickly distracted by guests – some familiar, some complete strangers – all engaged in polite and sober conversation. Emerging from a gathering near the fireplace, Larry bounces towards me like an over-excited puppy. 
 
    ‘Darling, I didn’t think you were coming. How did it go?’ 
 
    I dump the empty flute on a table. ‘Didn’t Marnie text you?’ 
 
    ‘Marnie?’ He produces his mobile and frowns at the screen. ‘Oh goodness, six missed calls. I had it on silent. What’s going on?’ 
 
    ‘None of your business.’ In search of Max, I scan the room. 
 
    ‘Oh dear. That doesn’t bode well.’ He touches my forehead. ‘Are you ill?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Oh Lord, have you been drinking?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Can you tell?’ 
 
    He narrows his eyes. ‘Of course I can. You should go home.’ 
 
    ‘When I’m ready.’ 
 
    ‘Come with me.’ In a panic now, he guides me away from my colleagues to a quiet corner of the room. ‘What’s going on?’ 
 
    ‘Delaney,’ I hiss. ‘He’s ruined my plans.’ 
 
    ‘How?’ 
 
    ‘Howe.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I said,’ Larry complains. ‘How?’ 
 
    ‘And that’s what I said,’ I counter. ‘Howe. David Howe. He told me there wasn’t a fucking job. And it’s all that bastard’s doing.’ Deciding my target’s probably out on the balcony, I point to the glass doors. 
 
    ‘Do you have proof?’ Larry asks. 
 
    ‘Not exactly.’ 
 
    ‘Then wait until you do. I love you, Ella. You know that. But you can be so bloody hot-headed sometimes. And all this drinking...’ 
 
    ‘Don’t even go there.’ 
 
    I stare straight into Larry’s crinkled face, and note the obvious concern, which only serves to tip me further into ‘let him have it’ mode. A waitress appears in front of us, brandishing another tray of champagne. Before Larry can stop me, I have a second glass firmly clutched in my hand. 
 
    ‘Ella!’ He tries to grab the glass. ‘No more. You’ll get the sack.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe that’s what I want.’ I bat him away and manage to down the entire contents. 
 
    ‘Come on.’ With a grimace, he takes my arm. ‘I’ll get you a taxi.’ 
 
    ‘Get off. This is none of your business.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be a muppet. And don’t talk to him, not like this. You’ve got that look in your eyes.’ 
 
    ‘What look?’ 
 
    ‘That pissed-up, killer look. Please! Just calm down, my little bird.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll do what I want,’ I blurt. And then, fuelled by unknown quantities of alcohol and an overdose of rage, I puff out my chest and plummet into sheer madness. ‘I don’t know if you’ve noticed, Larry, but I’ve grown. And I’m not your little bird any more. In fact, I’m more of an emu...or maybe even an ostrich. Yes! I’m an ostrich! You don’t mess with those fuckers. I’ve seen them on the telly.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Jesus. No...’ 
 
    Wrestling myself from his grip, I zig-zag across the room and stumble out onto the balcony. Against the backdrop of Regent’s Park by night, another group of guests have congregated, this time around the unmistakable figure of Max Delaney. Deep in conversation – and looking particularly handsome in a black suit – he’s currently playing the role of genial and civilised host. Which only serves to tip me over the edge, seeing as he’s been anything but genial and civilised with me. Nudging fellow guests out of the way, I close in on my prey, and by the time I’m about to pounce, he seems to have smelt trouble. Casting off the carefree geniality, he turns to face me with a stern countenance. 
 
    ‘You shit,’ I seethe, giving him a good, hard slap on the cheek. 
 
    Apart from the slightest flinch, I get no reaction. 
 
    ‘It was you. I know it was.’ 
 
    ‘What was me?’ he demands. 
 
    ‘You fucked me over,’ I shout, losing all control of my voice. 
 
    A burly henchman appears out of the now-silent crowd and takes up position by Max’s side. 
 
    ‘It’s alright.’ He waves him away, but the henchman doesn’t go far. 
 
    ‘I was totally right about you,’ I growl. ‘You’re a controlling, power-hungry, arrogant tosser.’ 
 
    ‘Enough.’ Grabbing me by the arm, Max addresses the group of stunned guests. ‘Miss Fairbrother isn’t feeling too well.’ He takes the empty glass from me and hands it to a random person. ‘My apologies,’ he announces to all and sundry before half-dragging, half-guiding inside. 
 
    ‘What are you doing?’ I sneer. 
 
    ‘Attempting to save your reputation. If you want to have this out with me, we’ll do it in private.’ 
 
    Before I know it, I’m back out on the landing, and heading straight for a closed door. I’m half-expecting Max Delaney to ram my stupid, drunken head against a perfectly renovated piece of Georgian panelling when right at the last minute, he flings open the door and propels me into what seems to be a study. Wheeling to a halt in front of a desk, I turn swiftly and steady myself. 
 
    ‘Right.’ He slams the door shut behind himself and prowls towards me. 
 
    ‘Don’t come anywhere near me,’ I warn. 
 
    ‘Why would I?’ 
 
    I have no idea. But I do know this: I’ve had way too much to drink and an unwanted frisson of desire has just taken possession of my body, and if he lays one hand on me I’m likely to do something stupid. 
 
    ‘Oh, I get it. You think I want you.’ His eyes darken. 
 
    And my legs begin to give way. ‘You asked me out for dinner,’ I remind him, willing my knees not to buckle. 
 
    ‘I don’t know how many times I need to say this...’ 
 
    ‘Yes, yes, yes,’ I rant. ‘It’s purely professional. Pull the other one. I’m not an idiot, and I know you want to get into my knickers. But let me tell you something, Mr Delaney. You’re on a hiding to fucking nothing because I’ve already got a man. And anyway, I’m not here to talk about that.’ I wave a hand. ‘I’m here to talk about work, and that fucking job offer at Miller and Howe.’ 
 
    He lets out a quiet breath. ‘What about it?’ 
 
    ‘It’s suddenly off the fucking table, and there’s no earthly fucking reason for that to happen, apart from you getting involved. Go on, admit it. You meddled.’ 
 
    Expecting a flat-out denial, I wait for his response. But after watching me silently for a few seconds, the brazen bastard cocks his head and gives me the truth. 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ he repeats, moving closer, annunciating his words with complete clarity. ‘It was me.’ He inspects my eyes. ‘And you’re drunk.’ 
 
    ‘Is it any fucking wonder?’ 
 
    ‘You need to sober up.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t tell me what I need to do. I know what I need to do. I need to get the fucking truth out of you. I wanted that job. What did you say? What lies did you make up?’ 
 
    ‘None.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, come off it. You must have made up some shit. You know I’m good.’ A statement that’s well worth repeating, but this time with a nice little pause between each word. ‘You...know...I’m...good.’ 
 
    For some reason, that earns me a smile. ‘Yes, I do.’ 
 
    Leaving me to reel, he walks over to the desk. 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    He presses an intercom and waits. 
 
    ‘Yes?’ A woman’s voice. 
 
    ‘I’m in my study. Bring me a bottle of water and a glass.’ Straightening up, he levels his gaze on me. ‘For your information, I spoke to David Howe last night. He told me what was in store for you at Miller and Howe – Assistant Editor in a very small house – and I told him what I had in store for you at Phillips. He knew he couldn’t compete. He knew you’d be wasted.’ 
 
    ‘Wasted?’ I gasp. ‘I want to work for a reputable company.’ 
 
    ‘Phillips is a reputable company.’ 
 
    ‘It was...until you bought it.’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t noticed the reputation slipping.’ 
 
    ‘It will.’ I give him the wisest, most knowing expression I can muster. ‘And anyway...’ Oh God, I wish I was sober. A few seconds ago, I knew exactly what I was going to say, but now it’s gone. ‘Anyway...’ I falter, watching him approach again, slowly, step by step, with a look in his eyes that leaves my entire body sparking with electricity. ‘It’s...it’s my decision what I do with my life. What you did was totally out of order.’ 
 
    ‘What did I do?’ 
 
    ‘What did you do?’ Damn it, I wish I’d had the presence of mind to record this on my mobile. ‘I’m willing to bet you told Howe not to take me on.’ 
 
    ‘Are you?’ Another step. 
 
    More sparks. ‘What did you threaten him with?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t make threats.’ 
 
    I drop my handbag and sway a little. ‘I’ll make a complaint. I’ll get a lawyer.’ 
 
    ‘As you wish.’ 
 
    Without warning, he snatches up the bag, opens it and rummages through the contents. 
 
    ‘What the fuck are you doing now?’ I snarl. 
 
    ‘Looking for this.’ As if he’s read my thoughts, he produces my phone. 
 
    ‘I’m not recording anything.’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t think you were.’ He drops the bag and thrusts the mobile at me. ‘Open it.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘Because I want you to have my number.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Just do it.’ 
 
    Utterly flummoxed, I stare at the phone. 
 
    ‘Ella,’ he says. 
 
    I look up, blind-sided by a note of tenderness in his voice, and immediately I’m caught in those eyes. 
 
    ‘We’re going to be working closely together. I’ll need to be able to contact you. Let’s just get this done.’ 
 
    I must be under some sort of spell. I can’t think of any other reason why I’d simply nod and comply. Taking the mobile, I open it up and hand it back. 
 
    ‘Everything they say about you is true,’ I grumble, watching him key in his number and make a call, evidently to his own mobile. ‘You’re just like your father.’ 
 
    He returns the phone to me. ‘I’m nothing like my father.’ 
 
    A ridiculous statement – considering everything I’ve ever read or heard – which only causes me to laugh. And that does it. Abruptly, every last vestige Max Delaney’s well-practised self-control disappears, leaving nothing but fury in its place. 
 
    ‘What’s so funny?’ He grabs my arms. 
 
    ‘You. You’re a fucking joke.’ 
 
    He looks at my lips. ‘Am I?’ 
 
    I flinch, blink a few times and wonder what on earth’s going on now. The fury’s taken a hike and he’s still looking at my lips, but there’s something new in his eyes... 
 
    My God, is he thinking of kissing me? Is he actually turned on? With a few more blinks, I come to the conclusion that he must be, and as he brings his face closer to mine, I realise I’m turned on too. In fact, I’m practically shimmering with excitement at the thought of a good old snog. But it’s all brought to an unceremonious halt when I catch the first hint of his scent – all freshly showered, no trace of aftershave, distinctly familiar. It stirs up Marnie’s words: ‘But it could be Max.’ 
 
    ‘Jesus,’ I whisper. ‘It is you.’ 
 
    He pulls back. We’re interrupted by a knock at the door. 
 
    ‘Come in.’ Keeping his eyes locked on mine – and rendering me a mess of wanton lust in the process – he releases me, regains his composure and waits for the door to open. ‘On the desk.’ 
 
    At the periphery of my vision, I’m vaguely aware of a figure entering the room. Whoever it is, they place a tray on the desk and make a hasty exit. 
 
    ‘You,’ I grate, as soon as the door clicks shut. 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘You’re him.’ 
 
    ‘I’m who?’ 
 
    I steel myself. ‘X.’ 
 
    Wary now, he takes a step back. 
 
    ‘At your brother’s club,’ I blurt. ‘You’re him. You’re X.’ 
 
    He shakes his head. ‘I have no idea what you’re talking about.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t you?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    And judging by the confusion on his face he really does have no idea what I’m going on about. So either he’s the best actor in the world, or I’ve just leapt to a completely ridiculous conclusion. 
 
    ‘Forget it,’ I whimper. 
 
    ‘Jesus. You’re more pissed than I thought.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I certainly am.’ 
 
    Wishing I could just delete the last minute of my life, I close my eyes and remind myself there’s no way this man could be X – because X just keeps giving while Max does nothing but take – which means it’s the second option and I’ve made a complete prat of myself. But hey ho. Look on the bright side. Now the prude of the century knows I’m embroiled in kinky filth, he might just keep his distance. 
 
    ‘What have you been up to?’ he asks quietly. 
 
    ‘Nothing.’ 
 
    ‘At my brother’s club?’ 
 
    Please, no. Just let it go. ‘Nothing.’ 
 
    Finally, I dare to open my eyes, only to find him studying me as if I’m some sort of lunatic. 
 
    ‘Be careful,’ he warns. 
 
    ‘I don’t need your advice.’ Suddenly exhausted, I rub the nape of my neck. 
 
    ‘You don’t know what you need at the moment. Sit down.’ 
 
    Reluctantly, I do as I’m told, slumping into an armchair and lowering my head. Everything’s swirling now, and I’m in need of my bed. 
 
    ‘I’m surprised at you.’ 
 
    From the sound of his voice, a little more distant now, I know he’s back at the desk, pouring me a much-needed glass of water. 
 
    ‘For visiting your brother’s club?’ 
 
    ‘For drinking like this.’ 
 
    I look at him. 
 
    ‘Here.’ He approaches and offers me the glass. 
 
    I take it with a petulant glare, and resolve to wind him up by indulging in the tiniest sip. 
 
    ‘All of it,’ he insists. ‘Now.’ 
 
    ‘You’re so bossy.’ 
 
    ‘Only when necessary. Drink.’ He waits for a moment. ‘I’ll have my driver take you home, but you’ll need to sober up a little first. Don’t want you throwing up in the Bentley.’ 
 
    ‘Of course. Your fucking precious Bentley.’ Knowing he won’t back down, I empty the glass. 
 
    ‘You hate me,’ he says. ‘I understand. And you’re determined to leave...’ 
 
    ‘If I didn’t have bills to pay, I’d walk out tomorrow.’ 
 
    ‘You won’t be worrying about bills for long.’ Before I can ask what he means, he’s taken the glass and returned it to the desk. ‘I’m determined to keep you.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘Because I see your potential.’ 
 
    I squint into the gloom, desperately trying to read his expression. But he’s at least ten feet away, and in my present condition that’s about nine feet too far. 
 
    ‘You bring out the worst in me, Ella.’ 
 
    There’s a touch of humour to his voice now. And somehow it makes me smile. 
 
    ‘Yes...well...’ 
 
    ‘We haven’t exactly got off to a good start.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ I agree. ‘We haven’t. But you’ve behaved like a complete prick.’ 
 
    ‘Well I hate to say it, but so have you.’ 
 
    ‘Fair enough.’ 
 
    ‘How about we start again?’ 
 
    ‘Start again?’ I’m still smiling. Why am I still smiling? ‘It’s not that easy. You scuppered my chances of a job. I can’t just forget that.’ 
 
    ‘I got it wrong...and I’m sorry.’ 
 
    ‘You’re sorry?’ I can barely believe it. Did I really just get an apology from Max Delaney? And did he really just sound like he meant it? 
 
    He approaches again. ‘Yes,’ he confirms. ‘I made a mistake. I do that sometimes. After all, I’m only human.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure about that?’ 
 
    ‘Perfectly sure.’ He arches an eyebrow. ‘In fact, I can prove it.’ 
 
    My brain’s in turmoil now, struggling to understand the sudden, subtle change in energy between us...the barely-noticed thaw, the unexpected warmth. 
 
    ‘And I admit.’ His eyes glimmer with amusement. ‘I was a little...shall we say...forceful...with David Howe. But I didn’t threaten anything.’ 
 
    ‘Being forceful is threatening.’ 
 
    ‘Point taken. But if we’d started off on a different note, if you hadn’t been so determined to hate me, we could have talked things through and you would have understood. I need to make this clear to you. You’ll be getting everything you want and need if you stay at Phillips.’ He trails into silence, perhaps giving me time to think before he lands the bombshell. ‘Margaret Bailey retires at Christmas. I want you to take her place.’ 
 
    Lungs contract. I gasp. ‘Shit.’ It’s true then. He is offering me everything. 
 
    ‘Think about it,’ he urges. ‘Commissioning Editor for Romance. Free to do as you like, all the resources of DelCorp behind you.’ 
 
    ‘With conditions, I suppose.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing out of the usual.’ 
 
    I get up, sway a little and focus back on his face. But try as I might, I just can’t work out what I’m seeing there. Is it hope, determination, a touch of fondness? Or a mixture of all three? 
 
    ‘They’d all hate me,’ I tell him. ‘Big promotion like that...I’d be the office pariah.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure they’ll get over it. Come on, Ella. Just say yes.’ 
 
    Temptation jumps into the fray, alongside a curious suspicion that I’m actually starting to like this man. I almost accept...almost. But just in time, I remember two particularly salient points: firstly, I’m really rather drunk; and secondly, something like this requires sober consideration. 
 
    ‘Get this into your thick head,’ I inform him, resolving to keep my thoughts to myself, at least for now. ‘I don’t want to work for you.’ 
 
    ‘And get this into your thick head,’ he informs me back. ‘I’m making it my mission to see that you do.’ 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    The alarm hammers into my head. Opening my eyes, I hit the snooze button and flop back onto the bed. With immediate effect, a stream of hazy memories ooze into my brain: an afternoon drinking session with Marnie, a blurred taxi drive to Regent’s Park and... 
 
    ‘Oh God.’ 
 
    At first, it’s nothing more than a muddled mess, broken by drunken blanks. And then, a fuller picture begins to form...Max Delaney’s house, a slap, harsh words in a gloomy office. 
 
    ‘Shit.’ 
 
    The alarm sounds again. This time, forcing myself to sit up straight, I switch it off properly and wince at the next unwanted recollections that manage to rise to the surface. 
 
    ‘Shit, shit, shit, shit.’ 
 
    Physical contact. A mad accusation. A job offer thoroughly rejected. 
 
    ‘Bugger.’ 
 
    I heave my legs over the side of the bed, wobble to my feet and curse a very, very stupid decision. If only I’d stuck with Tony’s coffee, I wouldn’t have done anything worse than slink off home and indulge in a brood-fest...and none of this would have happened. But I didn’t stick with Tony’s coffee, and I didn’t slink off home...and all of this did happen. So now I’ll have to spend the day crawling through the wreckage of yet another embarrassing episode, dodging disapproving looks, batting off concerned questions and doing my best to ignore the muffled gossip. 
 
    And what if Max decides to show his face? 
 
    ‘Shit.’ 
 
    I shuffle into the bathroom, switch on the shower and tug off my pyjamas. Lurching into the flow of hot water, I grab the shower puff and rub and scrub for all I’m worth...as if it’s going to cleanse me of last night’s mistakes. 
 
    ‘For fuck’s sake.’ 
 
    Finally, I give up. My skin might be red raw, but I’m cleansed of nothing at all. Leaning my head against the tiles, I close my eyes and let hot water spill over my back. I’m an idiot. A messed-up, pissed-up whopper of an idiot. Because in spite of last night’s offer, Max is bound to have rethought his position by now, and I’m sure to be facing a disciplinary today. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Two hours later, dressed in a short grey skirt and matching jacket, with the usual morning coffee clutched in hand, I slam the office door behind me and throw my bag onto the floor. Risking a quick look back at the hub, I find exactly what I expected: bobbing heads and furtive glances; gossip-hungry colleagues checking out the scandalous disaster zone. With a wince and a grimace, I curse the building’s glass partitions. If it were still summer, I’d plead a bout of hay fever and retreat behind sunglasses. But there’s no chance of hiding today. Instead, I take a couple of paracetamol, shove last night’s calamity to one side and dive into the day’s work. 
 
    Just as I make a start on the list from hell, my mobile pings with an incoming text. Stomach churning, I wonder if it’s Max summoning me up to his lair for a bollocking. I pick up the phone with a trembling hand...and release a sigh of relief. 
 
    It’s from X. 
 
    Don’t think I can wait until tomorrow. How about tonight? X 
 
    Good grief. I’d love to. But I’ve got a sneaking suspicion I’ll be asleep by eight. A little lie is in order. 
 
    I can’t make it tonight. 
 
    I press send, and wait. And then I wait some more. Concluding he must be busy, I finally switch on the computer and call up the list. I’ve just about managed to give it a cursory read-through when I’m disturbed by the first visitor of the day. 
 
    ‘Morning, boss.’ Wearing the tightest red dress I’ve ever seen, Marnie’s standing in my doorway. 
 
    ‘What do you mean, boss?’ 
 
    ‘I’m your new assistant.’ 
 
    ‘Are you?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘I have no idea what you’re going on about. Have you been drinking again?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ she counters proudly. ‘I was drinking yesterday. With my best friend, if you must know. But while I decided to call it a day, my friend carried on. I bet she’s feeling rough this morning.’ 
 
    ‘She is,’ I confirm, glancing at the coffee. I’ve almost finished it, and I could really do with another. ‘What’s going on?’ 
 
    ‘I got a call this morning...from the big boss.’ She motions to the ceiling, as if the big boss is actually hanging from it. ‘I’m so important.’ 
 
    ‘The big boss?’ 
 
    ‘Max.’ 
 
    ‘Max?’ She’s addressing him by his first name? As if he’s a personal friend? 
 
    ‘Max,’ she confirms. ‘He said I should cancel plans for my leaving party, because I’m not actually leaving.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ she replies brightly. ‘In actual fact, I’m staying. And I’m working for you.’ 
 
    I look around, not entirely sure what I’m looking for. ‘As what?’ 
 
    ‘Editorial Assistant.’ 
 
    I shake my head. ‘They work for Margaret, not me. She’s the team leader.’ 
 
    ‘But now you’re taking over...’ 
 
    My mouth falls open. ‘I see.’ It all clicks into place. Max Delaney’s already pressing ahead with his plan to have me replace Margaret. But that begs the question... ‘Why don’t I just inherit Margaret’s assistants?’ 
 
    ‘Jenny’s leaving,’ Marnie reminds me. ‘Which leaves you with Graham...and now me.’ 
 
    ‘You.’ Suddenly, I’m gripped by anger. ‘That bastard.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not happy?’ 
 
    Of course I’m not. Because Beezlebub’s learned nothing from last night, and now he’s forcing my hand again, making it almost impossible for me to leave because if I do, Marnie won’t be best pleased. This is nothing less than emotional blackmail, but there’s no point telling Marnie that. She’s far too excited to see the truth. 
 
    ‘Of course I’m happy.’ I manage a fake smile. ‘You’ve got a job. But why are you happy?’ 
 
    ‘Well, duh! I’ve got a job.’ 
 
    ‘But you hate Max,’ I remind her. ‘He’s a functioning, manipulative psychopath, remember?’ 
 
    ‘A functioning, manipulative psychopath who’s given me a job.’ She shrugs guiltily. 
 
    ‘So now he’s a good guy?’ 
 
    ‘No. He’s still the same Max, but you’ve got a man and you’re safe, and everything’s hunky dory.’ 
 
    ‘It is?’ 
 
    ‘God, yes. And I’m in the same building as Christophe.’ 
 
    ‘Christophe? Is that all you care about?’ 
 
    Exasperated, I slap a hand on the desk. In typical Marnie fashion, she’s already forgotten my warning about Monsieur Dupont. I’m on the verge of giving it again when Larry joins the office invasion. 
 
    ‘Are you pleased?’ he beams. 
 
    Brilliant. I’m being ambushed by over-excited lunatics. 
 
    ‘Of course,’ I lie. I’m about as far from pleased as it’s possible to get, but I need to be diplomatic here. 
 
    ‘All Darling Delaney’s doing. I think he’s got the hots for you.’ 
 
    An image flits into my brain – Max Delaney gazing at my lips, that hunger in his eyes. 
 
    ‘He hasn’t,’ I lie again. 
 
    ‘My arse.’ Larry looks to Marnie. ‘He’s got the hots for her because he didn’t sack her. Am I right or am I right?’ 
 
    ‘You’re right,’ Marnie confirms. ‘She slaps him in front of all and sundry, and he just drags her off like a caveman.’ 
 
    ‘Fuck it.’ She knows what happened. But then again, why wouldn’t she? As soon as Max frog-marched me away, Larry would have been straight on the phone. 
 
    ‘She. Mine.’ Larry beats his chest. ‘But seriously, where did he take you, my little bird, and what did you get up to?’ 
 
    ‘We went to his study, and we didn’t get up to anything. We just talked.’ 
 
    ‘About what?’ Marnie demands. 
 
    ‘The weather,’ I snap. And then I gather my wits. ‘Actually, he admitted he’d interfered with Miller and Howe.’ 
 
    Marnie’s lips form a perfect ‘O’. 
 
    ‘And for your information,’ I press on, ‘I told him I’ve already got a man.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve got a man?’ Larry gasps. 
 
    ‘Leave it,’ I hiss. 
 
    ‘But you’ve got a man.’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘And Max still promoted you?’ 
 
    ‘Max didn’t promote me.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not my understanding.’ 
 
    ‘Isn’t it?’ Ready to give up, I stretch my arms across the desk and lower my head. 
 
    ‘Well, no,’ Larry says. ‘After he’d packed you off home, he came back to the party and told me he wanted you to take Margaret’s place, and what did I think?’ 
 
    ‘And?’ I mutter into the desk. 
 
    ‘I told him you were perfect.’ 
 
    ‘And that’s it?’ 
 
    ‘Well...’ 
 
    ‘Larry.’ I sit up straight. ‘What else did you say?’ 
 
    ‘I just thought he needed a little reassurance. I mean, you were several sheets and a duvet to the wind. And you did hit him.’ 
 
    ‘What else did you say?’ I repeat. 
 
    He groans. ‘I said you’re a little troubled at the minute.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Larry...’ 
 
    ‘Don’t get at me. I felt the need to advocate.’ 
 
    ‘Bloody hell.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t tell him why. I just said you’re not normally like this, and I said you’d be back to your old self soon because you’re a resilient sod, which you are.’ 
 
    ‘Fucking wonderful.’ Now he knows there’s a weakness, and I’m willing to bet a man like him won’t hesitate to use it. 
 
    ‘I told him you’re a great investment for the future, and I have complete faith in you.’ 
 
    I roll my eyes. ‘And what did he say?’ 
 
    ‘He said ‘good.’’ 
 
    ‘That’s it?’ 
 
    ‘That’s it.’ Larry pauses. ‘You know what, I’m starting to revise my opinions on Mad Max.’ He notes my look of disbelief. ‘Seriously, we had quite a long chat. He’s very amiable when he gets going.’ 
 
    ‘Never mind Max having the hots for you,’ Marnie laughs. ‘I think Larry’s the one in trouble.’ 
 
    ‘He is rather delightful eye candy,’ Larry says dreamily. ‘Anyway...’ He claps his hands. ‘You’re going to be brilliant, Ella.’ 
 
    I haven’t got the energy to tell him I’ve not exactly accepted the offer – not that it was an offer, more a statement of intent. And anyway, what a waste of time that would be, seeing as Mr Delaney seems to have completed the deal all by himself, without a single word from me. 
 
    ‘It’s good to know Romance is going to be in your hands,’ Larry witters on. ‘I’ll be able to retire in peace. And what with Marnie working for you...’ 
 
    ‘Talking of which,’ I interrupt. ‘You should probably make a start, Marnie.’ 
 
    She jolts into life. ‘Sure, boss.’ 
 
    I hand her a manuscript. ‘Copy edits.’ Not exactly the most pressing job, but it’ll have to do. Anything to get her out of my office. 
 
    ‘Yes, boss.’ 
 
    ‘And fetch more coffee. Lots of it.’ 
 
    ‘Certainly, boss.’ 
 
    Silently amazed she’s so perky after last night’s session, I watch her totter off to her desk, abandon the manuscript on a pile of paperwork and head for the kitchen. 
 
    ‘And you can fuck off too,’ I growl, turning my attention to Larry. 
 
    ‘Charming.’ He pouts in mock disgust. ‘I won’t be spoken to like that by an underling, even if she is the big boss’s latest whimsy.’ 
 
    ‘She is not his whimsy.’ 
 
    ‘Of course she is.’ His eyes flash with an idea. ‘You know what? You should give up this other man and just let Max have a go. You could be his redemption.’ 
 
    ‘Jane Eyre syndrome,’ I grumble. ‘That’s what you’ve got.’ 
 
    And maybe I’ve got it too. Perhaps that’s the reason why I can’t shake off the physical attraction – because it’s kept alive by a mad, subconscious belief that Max Delaney can be redeemed...which is clearly bollocks. 
 
    ‘You can’t save a man with no soul,’ I pronounce, shaking the notion right out of my head. ‘And you certainly can’t save a psychopath.’ 
 
    ‘Everybody’s got a soul,’ Larry retorts calmly. ‘And Mr D’s no psychopath. I should know. I hooked up with one back in the eighties. No word of a lie.’ 
 
    ‘Whatever.’ I wave a hand at the doorway. ‘Is there any chance of you fucking off now? I have this stuff to do. It’s called work.’ 
 
    With a shrug – and thankfully, not another word – Larry complies. As soon as I’m left alone, my mobile pings. I open the text, relieved to discover X has finally replied. 
 
    Tomorrow it is. X 
 
    And I can’t wait. Trembling with anticipation, I send him my response. 
 
    See you then...or not. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    By eleven o’clock, I feel even worse than before. The last of the alcohol must have left my system, but I’m tired and dry-mouthed and my brain hurts. Five coffees, two bottles of water and a couple of paracetamol have hardly helped. Scribbling a list of tasks for Marnie to plough through, I realise I need some fresh air. An excellent idea, seeing as there’s still a chance that Max might grace me with his presence, and the very thought of it gives me the quivers. Determined to disappear for a while, I gather up a manuscript and shove it into my bag. I step out into the hub, dump the to-do list on Marnie’s desk and bump straight into Margaret Bailey. 
 
    ‘Oh...er,’ I stammer. ‘Just going out for a bit.’ 
 
    She gives me an I-know-what-you-did-last-night kind of look. ‘Take your mobile.’ 
 
    I glance back at my desk. ‘No, I...er...want to be off-grid for a while.’ 
 
    Her plucked eyebrows quiver. ‘Avoiding someone?’ 
 
    ‘No, no,’ I insist. ‘No, no, no, no, no, no.’ I hold up my bag. ‘Got some structural notes to make. Need peace and quiet. I’ll be outside Lacey’s if you’re desperate to find me.’ 
 
    ‘Fair enough, but I want you back here in two hours. We need to run through Daphne’s launch.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, fine.’ 
 
    Before the lying witch can change her mind, I trot off to the lifts and ten minutes later, with the crowds of Middle Dock left firmly behind, I’m marching briskly along West India Avenue, not slowing the pace until the sterile rows of office blocks give way to water and space. Taking the steps down to the riverside, I head east along the embankment, skirting past Canary Wharf Pier to the right and a string of restaurants to the left, and finally arriving at my favourite hideaway – a quiet café located right at the end. 
 
    With a large coffee acquired I take a seat outside, under a row of lime trees, and gaze out over the river, watching the sunlight spark and dance across wave tops, the grey-blue silhouettes of the South Bank shimmering lazily under a clear sky. I’m floating away on a sea of calm, barely registering the constant stream of tourists and joggers passing by, when a croissant inexplicably appears in front of my face. 
 
    ‘I didn’t order that.’ I look up, expecting a waiter, and am shocked to find Max Delaney twinkling down at me. ‘What...’ 
 
    A tremor sets off in my stomach, quickly spreading throughout my entire body. Endorphins on the rampage...yet again. Lust raising its ugly, persistent head. And maybe a touch of terror. 
 
    ‘Peace offering.’ He slides the plate onto the table, along with his own coffee, before taking the seat opposite me and stretching out his legs. ‘Lovely day.’ 
 
    Partly in awe of how disgustingly handsome he looks, a little irritated that my body just won’t behave, and totally perplexed that he’s managed to find me, I can do little more than gawp. ‘How...’ 
 
    ‘Margaret said you’d be here,’ he explains, eyes gleaming in the sun. ‘She said you were suffering, and probably hadn’t eaten anything. Get that in you.’ He nods at the croissant. 
 
    ‘I don’t...’ 
 
    ‘You’ll feel better for it.’ 
 
    ‘But...’ 
 
    ‘Just do it.’ 
 
    I stare at the plate, toying with the idea of getting up and flouncing off like a petulant adolescent. But I don’t really want to flounce off. And Max is probably right. I might feel better for something solid. After all, the endless amounts of coffee and cold drinks haven’t made much difference to my hangover. With a resigned nod and a jittering hand, I pick up the croissant and nibble at the edge. The first tiny bite immediately whets my appetite, causing me to demolish the rest while Max leans back and sips his coffee. 
 
    ‘So,’ he says when I’m finished. ‘It seems we’re practically neighbours. The car didn’t have to go far last night.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ I wipe my mouth with a serviette and brush crumbs from my lap. ‘But seeing as you’ve been snooping on me, you probably already knew that.’ 
 
    ‘I did.’ 
 
    He smiles, and my heart trips. 
 
    ‘Well,’ I sigh, ‘do feel free pop round for a cup of sugar. You must run out every now and then.’ 
 
    I pick up my coffee and take a drink, watching him over the rim of the cup as he gazes out over the Thames. While he’s completely at ease, I’m still a bag of nerves. Which is no wonder, considering the fact that any minute now he’ll broach the subject of last night and I’ll get my comeuppance – whatever that might be. Desperate to put it off for a few more minutes, I decide to distract him with a little small talk. 
 
    ‘Why do you live there?’ I ask. ‘Hanover Terrace.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a strange question.’ He glances at me. 
 
    Another trip of the heartbeat. 
 
    ‘It’s ten million territory,’ I press. ‘I’ve looked at the prices. Totally out of my income bracket, but I’m sure you could afford more...’ 
 
    ‘I could,’ he confirms, as if it’s of no particular interest to anyone. ‘And it was fifteen million by the way.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, well that’s alright then.’ 
 
    Drawing in his legs, he turns to face me. ‘I could have chosen somewhere else, somewhere more expensive, but I like the feel of the place. It’s so calm, so civilised. You can almost imagine you’re not in London at all. But that’s not the main reason I live there.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not?’ I prompt. 
 
    ‘No. I had an uncle. He lived in Belsize Park. We used to stay with him when we were young – me and Seb.’ 
 
    ‘Fond memories? 
 
    He nods. ‘Playing on Primrose Hill, exploring Regent’s Park, visiting the zoo...I’ve always felt at home there.’ He pauses, examines his coffee. I get the impression he’s relaxing now, letting the façade drop a little, and enjoying it too. ‘I suppose you could say it drew me back.’ 
 
    ‘I never went to Primrose Hill,’ I tell him. I don’t know why, but I’m suddenly eager to share a bit more of my own history. ‘Not until Dad left me the house. I was going to sell up but as soon as I went there, I fell in love with the place.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not surprised.’ 
 
    Words fade into silence. Eyes meet. And while we stay like this for what seems an eternity, I’m caught up in something warm and comforting, something I could luxuriate in for hours if it weren’t for the fact that my just deserts are on their way. Jolting myself back to the moment, I look over Max’s shoulder, immediately spotting a single, solitary man. Dressed in a dark suit and wearing sunglasses, he doesn’t seem at all relaxed. In fact, he’s currently busy checking out passers-by, and I’ve a funny feeling he’s here for a reason. 
 
    ‘Who’s that?’ I ask, pointing him out. ‘Is he with you?’ 
 
    Max turns. ‘Protection,’ 
 
    ‘Do they follow you everywhere?’ 
 
    ‘Pretty much.’ He raises a hand to the man and turns back at me. ‘That’s Rick. Ex-SAS. There’s another one somewhere.’ He glances round and motions to a second man standing by the river boat stop. ‘Ah, there he is. Chesty. Ex-marine. I like to think he’s a friend.’ 
 
    ‘Chesty?’ 
 
    ‘Real name, Graham Morgan. Some wit in the army decided to call him after Chesty Morgan. She made a couple of films in the seventies. Big...you know.’ He cups his hands in front of him. 
 
    A laugh escapes. And that earns me the most delicious smile yet from Mr Delaney. Warm and carefree and totally open, it’s enough to leave me breathless. 
 
    ‘You okay?’ he asks. 
 
    ‘Yes.’ I nod a few times, waiting for my lungs to recover. ‘Are they packing?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ he answers crisply, putting down his cup. 
 
    ‘Wow.’ 
 
    ‘Wow? I don’t exactly relish being followed by armed protection, you know.’ 
 
    ‘But it’s your choice.’ 
 
    ‘Not exactly. Do you know how many death threats my father’s had?’ 
 
    ‘Must be a few.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t say.’ He leans forward. ‘To be honest, I’d love nothing more than to shake them off, but wealth has its drawbacks. Even when I go out on the bike, I’ve got Chesty following behind. I’m never alone.’ 
 
    ‘Must be frustrating.’ 
 
    ‘I have no right to complain.’ He watches a river boat arrive. ‘And anyway, I’m used to it. I’ve had protection all my life.’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ Reminded of something Marnie told me, I’m super-keen to test her ridiculous theory. ‘After what happened with Sebastian...’ 
 
    The boat throws up a spray of water. Still watching its slow progress, Max loses his smile, and I’m sure I catch a glimpse of pain in his eyes before he blinks it away. Hardly the reaction of a man who couldn’t care less. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry. It must have been hard.’ 
 
    ‘It was years ago.’ 
 
    ‘But Sebastian...’ 
 
    ‘He’s fine now.’ 
 
    ‘I’m glad to hear it.’ And I’ve also seen and heard enough. This is no easy subject for Max, and it’s time to move on. ‘I’d hate to live like that.’ I glance at Chesty. ‘Being shadowed all the time.’ 
 
    ‘There are ways to deal with it.’ The smile returns. 
 
    ‘I guess that’s why billionaires need their private islands.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t have one.’ 
 
    ‘Poor you. How on earth do you cope?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve had counselling.’ He laughs quietly. ‘And anyway, islands can be rented. Sometimes it’s worth the expense...just to feel normal.’ 
 
    ‘Not that you’d know what normal is.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not wrong there.’ 
 
    He laughs again, then trails into silence, leaving his gaze to linger on mine. It’s enough to spark a memory of last night’s shift in perspective – a shift that’s somehow managed to stick around. There’s no denying it. I’ve changed my mind. Despite my initial reaction, despite all the stories and rumours, I like this man. 
 
    ‘Why are you bothering me, Max?’ I sit up straight and fold my arms. It’s time to inject some realism back into the situation. 
 
    His lips curve at the left-hand side, producing a delightful wonky grin. 
 
    ‘What’s the matter?’ I ask. 
 
    ‘That’s the first time you’ve used my name.’ 
 
    ‘Is it?’ 
 
    And are we flirting? 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    I think we are. 
 
    ‘You didn’t answer my question. Why are you bothering me?’ 
 
    ‘Well...’ He taps the table. ‘It seems I’ve acquired a taste for being insulted. And seeing as no one on the top floor has the bollocks to do it, I thought who better to visit than Miss Fairbrother? I’m bound to cop a mouthful from her.’ 
 
    ‘You’re hilarious.’ 
 
    ‘Sarcasm. Good start.’ A mischievous glint appears in his eyes. ‘Come on then,’ he urges. ‘Insults...’ He waits for the barrage to begin. 
 
    And although I’d like to call him a prat or a twat, or maybe even a wanker, I really can’t be bothered. 
 
    ‘Nothing?’ he asks. ‘Damn it. I’ll have to go somewhere else.’ 
 
    ‘You’re developing a fetish, Mr Delaney.’ 
 
    ‘And you’d know all about those, Miss Fairbrother.’ 
 
    Touché. He’s got me. Blushing deeply, I give myself a silent reprimand for drunkenly blurting things out. 
 
    ‘Actually,’ he presses on, still smiling, ‘joking aside, this is me presenting you with a verbal warning for your behaviour last night.’ 
 
    Ah, here we go. The dreaded moment. 
 
    ‘A verbal warning?’ My blush deepens further. 
 
    ‘Yup. And if you do that sort of thing again, we’ll take the next step.’ 
 
    ‘Which is?’ 
 
    He squints up at the sky. ‘Another verbal warning.’ 
 
    ‘And then?’ 
 
    ‘Another...and another...and another. And so on.’ 
 
    ‘No written warning?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t like wasting paper.’ He takes another sip of coffee, and waits. ‘Do I get an insult now?’ 
 
    Definitely flirting. 
 
    ‘You really want one?’ 
 
    ‘God, yes.’ 
 
    I pick at a crumb. ‘Well Mr Delaney, I’m very sorry but I’m not about to give you what you want.’ 
 
    ‘You’re already doing that.’ 
 
    My lips part. Stumped, I spend the next few seconds staring at his gorgeous face, wondering what on earth he’s going on about. I’m giving him what he wants? Surely, he can’t mean... ‘The right build,’ a voice niggles at the back of my mind. ‘Exactly the right build.’ Quickly, I shove the notion right out of my head. He is not X. He made that perfectly clear last night...at least I think he did. 
 
    ‘In what way?’ I ask warily. 
 
    ‘You’re working for me,’ he replies. ‘And as yet, you’ve not rejected the offer I made.’ 
 
    ‘That was an offer?’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    ‘Could have fooled me. It sounded more like a decree.’ 
 
    ‘I can confirm it was an offer.’ 
 
    Unfolding my arms, I lean my elbows on the table. ‘Okay. But I didn’t accept it either.’ 
 
    ‘I never said you had.’ 
 
    ‘And yet you’ve already managed to make it public.’ 
 
    ‘Have I?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t play the innocent.’ 
 
    As if surrendering, he holds up his hands. 
 
    ‘You told Larry, knowing full well he wouldn’t be able to keep his big trap shut. And now you’ve gone and appointed my best friend as my assistant. You’ve backed me into a corner.’ 
 
    ‘How?’ 
 
    ‘If I leave now, she’ll be devastated.’ 
 
    He shrugs. ‘I thought you’d like your present.’ 
 
    Maybe I should point out an obvious fact. ‘She’s not a present. She’s a human being.’ 
 
    ‘Quite.’ 
 
    ‘You’re using her as a pawn.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t win, can I?’ 
 
    ‘Not when you behave like this.’ 
 
    He blows out a breath. 
 
    ‘And don’t forget, this is on top of interfering with Miller and Howe.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve already apologised for that.’ 
 
    ‘As if it makes things better.’ 
 
    ‘So now I apologise for jumping the gun with Larry...and for giving your friend a job.’ 
 
    ‘It’s my job to appoint my assistants,’ I grumble. 
 
    ‘If you’d had the choice, would you have chosen Marnie?’ 
 
    ‘Probably.’ 
 
    ‘Look at it this way. Maybe I just saved you the bother.’ 
 
    Mesmerised by his long, lithe fingers, I watch him reach out and pick at my napkin, surprised to find myself enjoying the familiarity of it all. At last, I let out a quiet breath. It’s quickly followed by the truth. 
 
    ‘You’re wearing me down, Max.’ 
 
    ‘That’s the plan.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ 
 
    Stunned by his brazen admission, I look into his eyes. And while he gives me the sort of smile that could cause a woman to orgasm on the spot, I drift off into a world of possibilities – waking up to that face, cuddling in those arms, running my hands all over that body... 
 
    ‘No more meddling?’ I ask. 
 
    ‘No more meddling,’ he confirms, leaning further in. ‘So, does that mean you accept my offer?’ 
 
    Fools rush in, I remind myself. It’s far too early to let down the defences. After all, this new Max Delaney may well be nothing but show. Resolving to take my time, I change the subject and hope for the best. 
 
    ‘You’re infuriating. Do you know that?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. But I’m trying not to be.’ 
 
    ‘I’d give up if I were you. I think it’s ingrained in your genes.’ And this is the perfect moment for a bit of poetry. ‘They fuck you up, your mum and dad. They may not mean to, but they do...’ 
 
    Without hesitation, he takes over. ‘They fill you with the faults they had, and add some extra just for you. Phillip Larkin’s observation. Not a scientific fact.’ 
 
    ‘My goodness, it reads.’ 
 
    ‘My goodness, it does. And let me tell you something else. It thinks for itself too.’ While any hint of humour disappears, his eyes almost beg for understanding. ‘I told you before,’ he says, ‘and I’ll tell you again. I’m nothing like my father.’ And with that, he gets to his feet and straightens his suit. ‘What are you doing tonight?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, please. You’re not asking me out again?’ 
 
    ‘Dinner?’ 
 
    ‘I told you. I’ve already got a man.’ 
 
    ‘Rest assured I don’t intend to compete.’ 
 
    ‘You really are priceless.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll take that as a no. Although I can’t imagine what could possibly be better than spending an evening with me.’ 
 
    ‘An evening staring at a wall?’ 
 
    ‘I know a restaurant with plenty of walls. You’d be spoilt for choice.’ 
 
    ‘It’s tempting, but I’ve got something on.’ 
 
    He nods to his bodyguards. ‘Walk back with me then.’ 
 
    ‘No thanks. I’ll stay here for a while.’ Because I need time and space to work things out. Because I have no idea where this bizarre new level of intimacy sprang from, and I’m beginning to wonder if there’s something else hiding in the coat-tails of lust – some age-old magic that’s just biding its time in the wings, waiting to cast its spell and rob me of all reason. ‘I came here to do some work.’ 
 
    ‘Glad to hear it.’ Eyes twinkle again. He glances at my bag. ‘Don’t want my employees slacking. I’ll leave you in peace.’ 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    I pause at the gate, give my name to the intercom and wonder if I should just do a three-point turn and skedaddle. But I don’t. I need my fix. 
 
    As soon as the gates swing open, I guide the Fiesta up the drive, taking in the now-familiar view of the club, and park between a Rolls Royce and a Bugatti. Still feeling like an interloper, I gather my handbag and pashmina, get out of the car and check the time. Half seven. Way too early. With a quick glance up at the glass doors, I realise I’m hardly in the mood for socialising at the bar. In fact, what I really need is a little solitude, a touch of peace and quiet. Which is why I take a walk down to the far end of the West Wing and round to the back of the building, where I come across a beautiful but deserted arboretum, complete with stone benches and a scattering of lights. Deciding it’s the perfect location, I take a seat under a poplar tree and wrap myself in the pashmina. 
 
    I’m soon thinking about the main reason I’m here – to escape from all things bothersome, to lose myself in an hour of pure, unadulterated bliss with X. All of which would be absolutely fine, if X weren’t becoming part of the problem, an added complication. There’s something so intimate about these strange assignations, no wonder I’m left wanting more. Much more. But I have no idea what this man’s really like, and there’s a distinct possibility he’s not relationship material at all. Unlike Max Delaney: a man who’s growing on me by the second. With a deep sigh, I wonder if it’s time to simplify matters the only way I can...if tonight should be my last night with X. 
 
    ‘Hello.’ 
 
    I look up to find Celine at my side. Resplendent in a blood-red jacket, she reminds me of some ageless, all-knowing, all-seeing high priestess. 
 
    ‘Hi.’ 
 
    ‘I saw you come round here. Is everything alright?’ 
 
    ‘I just needed a little space.’ 
 
    ‘Shall I go?’ She motions back to the building. 
 
    ‘No. Stay.’ 
 
    She takes a seat next to me, and we spend the next minute or so in silence. 
 
    ‘You seem a little lost,’ she says at last. 
 
    I turn to face her, immediately mesmerised by her eyes. They’re so gentle, so understanding, and they’re currently inviting my confidence with a quiet patience. Confessions begin to stir, rising inexorably to the surface. Even if I could, I’d do nothing to hold them back, because I need a sounding board, some way to figure out the mess. 
 
    Pulling the pashmina tight around me, I make a start. ‘I’m just confused.’ 
 
    ‘About what?’ 
 
    ‘Men.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I can understand that. They’re such confusing creatures.’ She bites her lip. ‘Does this include X?’ 
 
    I gaze out over the fields, and exhale. ‘It does.’ 
 
    She waits for me to explain. 
 
    ‘I don’t know what to do about him,’ I admit. ‘If it was just sex, then I’d be fine. But...’ 
 
    ‘You’re getting attached,’ she says, straight to the point. 
 
    With an anxious swallow, I nod. ‘He’s so kind, so giving. It’s the way he touches me.’ I pause, wondering if I should tell her the next bit. ‘And the way he kisses...on the lips.’ 
 
    ‘I see.’ 
 
    ‘And he doesn’t just text me to give orders. He asks how my day’s been. It’s almost as if he wants a conversation.’ 
 
    ‘And now you want more?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know.’ I shrug. ‘I suppose so. But I don’t know if he does. I don’t know the first thing about him. The thing is, it’s not just physical any more – not for me.’ I shake my head. ‘I should just put an end to it.’ 
 
    ‘Then do.’ 
 
    ‘But I don’t want to.’ 
 
    ‘Then don’t.’ She hesitates. ‘Perhaps you should just give it time. It might turn into something else...if that’s what you want.’ 
 
    ‘If only it were that simple.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not?’ 
 
    I hesitate. ‘No.’ And again. ‘There’s someone else. I’m not dating him,’ I add quickly. ‘Nothing like that. In fact, when I first met him, I couldn’t stand him.’ I glance at Celine. ‘He’s got a reputation. I’ve heard lots of bad things.’ I shift on the seat. ‘But I’m seriously attracted.’ 
 
    ‘He’s hot?’ 
 
    ‘Very. And I think he’s attracted to me. He keeps asking me out for dinner.’ 
 
    ‘But if he’s not a nice person...’ 
 
    ‘That’s the trouble. I don’t know what to think any more. I’m actually starting to like him. The more I get to know him, the more I think the stories were wrong.’ 
 
    ‘How did you meet him?’ 
 
    ‘Here.’ I nod back at the building, and freeze. ‘Bugger.’ When I finally look back to Celine, her eyes are dancing with amusement. 
 
    ‘You’re talking about Max.’ 
 
    ‘I’m... How do you know?’ 
 
    She laughs quietly. ‘Seb. He told me you’d met Max here, that he was pretty vile...that you work for DelCorp.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Jesus.’ I tug the pashmina close, and cringe for all I’m worth. 
 
    She clasps her hands together and stares at them. 
 
    ‘Do you know him?’ I ask. 
 
    ‘Max? Yes, I know him.’ 
 
    ‘So, what do you think of him?’ I get the feeling this woman’s a decent judge of character, and I’d seriously like her take. 
 
    ‘I like him,’ she says. ‘I don’t care what anyone else says. I think he’s a good man...although maybe he sometimes goes about things the wrong way. I’d say he’s a catch, and you should accept one of those dinner invitations.’ 
 
    She grins at me. 
 
    Now I feel foolish. ‘I’ve probably read it all wrong. He’s probably not interested in me at all.’ 
 
    ‘If he keeps asking you out to dinner,’ she says with an arch smile, ‘I’d say he likes you.’ 
 
    Like a love-sick teenager, I feel myself flush. 
 
    ‘So, what do I do? Put an end to this?’ I glance back at the club. 
 
    ‘It’s up to you. But what a shame.’ She pats my knee. ‘You seem to be taking to the role of a submissive.’ 
 
    ‘It’s just like you said. An escape. And I’ve needed it. It’s been a tough year.’ 
 
    ‘Tough?’ 
 
    ‘I lost my mum.’ I swallow, blink, swallow again. Is it a mistake to drag all my secrets out of the shadows? 
 
    ‘I’m sorry.’ 
 
    I nod. ‘I didn’t think it’d get to me like this. I went off the rails. I’m still off them now. Can’t even remember what they look like.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe you’re rebelling.’ 
 
    ‘There’s a first time for everything.’ As soon as the words leave my mouth, it hits me. By the time I became a teenager, Mum was thoroughly in the grips of alcoholism. I was the one who had to be the adult. I’ve never rebelled at all. ‘It’s totally out of character for me.’ 
 
    ‘Rebellion comes from anger,’ Celine muses, ‘or frustration.’ 
 
    ‘Or both,’ I add. And both are certainly buried inside me. I can feel them moving, coming together in a toxic brew that surfaces with alarming regularity, sending me off into a self-destructive spin. ‘It should have passed by now,’ I confess. ‘I can’t understand why it hasn’t.’ 
 
    ‘It takes time. There aren’t any rules, you know, about grief.’ She pauses. ‘I was angry once. Angry at the world.’ 
 
    ‘You?’ 
 
    ‘Me,’ she confirms. ‘Life was messy when I was younger. I was angry because I didn’t know how to fit in. In all that mess, I wasn’t even sure who I was. So I rebelled, and I made mistakes. Lots of them.’ 
 
    ‘But you got past that.’ 
 
    ‘I did.’ 
 
    ‘How?’ I ask, desperate for advice. 
 
    ‘Usually, the first step is to hit rock bottom, but that’s best avoided.’ She stands. ‘Before you can begin to bring yourself back, you need to know what the issues really are. You’ve lost your mum and you’re grieving, but that’s not necessarily the problem, is it?’ 
 
    I look up at her, utterly perplexed. I always thought the problem was grief. I’ve certainly never stopped to consider it might be something else. 
 
    ‘Let’s go in now.’ Celine holds out a hand. ‘It’s getting chilly.’ 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mobile in hand, I toss my handbag and pashmina onto the chaise-longue and sit on the edge of the bed. I’m studying the earbuds on the side table when my phone pings. It’s a message from X. 
 
    I want you to pleasure yourself for me tonight. No shame. No embarrassment. X 
 
    ‘What?’ Verging on panic, I read the text again. ‘No.’ 
 
    Although I’m pretty sure I can pleasure myself with no shame whatsoever, there’s bound to be embarrassment in spades. After all, I’m not a natural show-off...and I’ve certainly never done anything like this before. Fixing my attention on the armchair, I realise it’s been moved to the middle of the room, ready for him to relax and enjoy the show. It’s a detail that leaves me sorely tempted to run, but only for a few seconds. Reminding myself of the sexual wizardry on offer, I reject any thoughts of retreat from my mind and text a reply. 
 
    Okay. 
 
    Another text soon arrives. 
 
    Don’t worry. Just undress. Stand in front of the chair. Put on the blindfold. You’ll know when to begin. X 
 
    A tremble scoots through my body. I stand up, take off the dress and lay it on top of the pashmina. My underwear follows quickly. I catch sight of myself in a full-length mirror and wonder what on earth this man sees in me. After all, I’m nothing special. No renowned beauty. With a shake of the head, I grab the blindfold and position myself in front of the armchair. I’m trying to envisage the man who’ll shortly be sitting there when three firm knocks jolt me back to the moment. Summoning every last scrap of self-control, I slip on the blindfold. 
 
    With my senses reduced, I’m in a world of sounds and movement. I listen to the door open and close, the barely audible padding of footsteps, the soft whisper of fabric. He’s so close now, I can smell his scent and practically feel his warmth. But it brings no comfort. Reminding myself of what I’m about to do, every fibre of my being grows tense. And as usual, he senses my unease. Giving me silent reassurance, fingertips brush against my left cheek, lingering a little before they’re trailed across my neck, over my collar bone and down to my left breast. He pauses there, massaging the nipple to attention. And then he moves on, tracing a slow, meandering path to my stomach, and further...finally homing in on my crotch. Touching a warm palm to my lower back, he steadies me now, pressing the fingers against my clitoris over and over again. It’s enough to drag me precariously close to the edge. In fact, I’m quivering and twitching inside when he brings this particular stretch of foreplay to a halt with a quick peck on the lips. 
 
    And suddenly, he’s gone. 
 
    I’m left alone, in a daze. But I understand: with no further contact, he’s just given me the signal to begin. And I would if I could. But at first, I can do nothing apart from wrap my arms around my midriff – because largely on account of the impending performance, my heart has launched into top gear and a whole host of chemicals are currently causing havoc in my brain. So much havoc that I can’t help wondering why he’s playing with fire, leaving me free to rip off the blindfold and end the mystery. Is it because he wants me to? Is that it? Or because he trusts me? I have no idea, but I definitely need to calm down before I go and do something stupid. Bearing that in mind, I take in a series of deep breaths, silently ordering body and brain to behave...and then I simply listen. 
 
    Picking up no sign of movement, I decide that he’s already assumed his position in the chair, that he must be watching me now, which is more than enough to lure that safe word to my tongue. But, no. I can’t duck out. Not now. I’ve never felt so exposed in my entire life, but I won’t be beaten by this latest challenge. Urging myself into action, I lower my arms, bring a jittering right hand to my crotch...and pause. 
 
    ‘Just do it.’ A quick, silent command to myself. 
 
    A light touch of the index finger – tentative to begin with – searching for just the right spot. It doesn’t take long to find it and as soon as I light on that compact nub of nerves, swirling the fingertip with tiny, circular movements, a flock of sensations spring to life, building quickly in depth and number. If I’m not careful, my little show’s going to be over far too soon. And if this is going to be my last time with X – after all he’s given me – I don’t want to let him down. 
 
    Desperate to drag it out for as long as possible, I slow down the action and spread my legs: a decision that works beautifully for approximately sixty seconds. But then, the sensations regroup with a vengeance, swiftly morphing into heated ripples. Without thinking, I raise my left hand to my right nipple, tweaking it between thumb and forefinger, unleashing a flurry of sensations that only serve to supercharge the chaos down below. I throw back my head and gasp as the ripples converge in the depths of my core, forging a ball of energy that pulsates and expands, gripping every single muscle at the apex of my thighs. I’m too engrossed in it all to notice any movement, but as I tremble through the aftershocks of the orgasm, his arms envelop me. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry.’ Still fighting to control my breath, still trembling from the high, I dig my face into the soft material of his jacket. ‘It was too quick.’ 
 
    He slides a hand across my buttocks, pressing me in against his hard-on: his way, I’m sure, of letting me know he enjoyed my little performance. Fingers thread through my hair, take hold and force my head back. Instinctively, my lips part and his mouth meets mine, delivering a feverish kiss that stuns me into complete submission. As soon as I’m released, he sweeps me up in his arms, carries to the bed and lays me down on the covers. Still tingling and twinging down below, slipping inexorably into a fug of pleasure, I curl into a ball and listen to the tell-tale sounds of my mystery lover undressing. 
 
    It’s not long before the bed dips. Taking hold of my left arm, he encourages me onto my back and manoeuvres my hands onto the pillows, leaving them unrestrained. Then he begins the process of making sure I’m completely relaxed: a hand on my thigh, persuading me to stretch out my legs; palms smoothing their way across my body, patiently lulling me into a comfortable stupor. At last, he brushes a finger against my right cheek and traces a path to my ear. He’s letting me know what’s about to happen, which is why it comes as no surprise when he carefully inserts the buds into my ears and makes sure they’re securely in place. 
 
    He moves over me now, clamps his hands around my wrists, and pins me down with the weight of his body. Returning his mouth to mine, he kisses me senseless, giving me plenty of time to luxuriate in the warmth of his skin, the soft touch of his lips, the pure power of his embrace. When he finally breaks the kiss, he changes position, nudging my legs apart and manoeuvring himself to my right side. Still holding my right hand above my head, he smooths a palm against my thigh, up to my crotch. And then, with no warning at all, he thrusts two fingers inside. 
 
    ‘Jesus,’ I cry out, only to be silenced by another kiss. 
 
    Gentle at first, he begins to work me up into a mess of sexual want, finding one sweet spot after another. But as my reaction grows, so does the force and momentum of his thrumming. Before long, the fingers are moving at an unrelenting, almost brutal pace, causing me to arch my body away from the bed. I’m almost there when he latches his lips to my right nipple and sucks hard. 
 
    ‘Oh flip. Oh bugger!’ 
 
    Heart racing, muscles repeatedly contracting, I’m tipped into oblivion. 
 
    ‘Please.’ 
 
    I have no idea what I’m begging for. A little time-out, possibly. But if I thought he’d give me some respite, I’m very much mistaken. I’m nowhere near recovered from the first orgasm when he sets about gifting me a second. While the thumb comes back into play, repeatedly pressing and releasing, the fingers continue to stroke inside. Before long, I’m at the edge again. And he begins to suck even harder at my nipple, so hard it’s at the point of exquisite pain. Slipping his right leg over mine, he holds me in place as muscles clench and I’m torn apart again. 
 
    ‘No more,’ I whimper. ‘I can’t take any more.’ 
 
    The grip on my neck loosens a little. He frees my nipple. His lips are back on mine, and this time I sense a smile in his kiss. 
 
    ‘I want to feel you,’ I tell him. ‘Please. I need to feel you.’ 
 
    The fingers withdraw. A few moments pass in stillness before he moves again, patiently re-positioning us both so that he’s on his back now, and I’m sitting astride him, all too aware he’s willingly put himself in my power, and removing the blindfold would be so easy... 
 
    ‘No,’ I murmur, batting off those tempting, mental gremlins. 
 
    Instead, I settle for slowly circling my crotch against his, loving the feel of his warm, hard balls against me. They’re definitely crying out for release – and I’m fully intending to give it – but first, I need to take full advantage of this opportunity. Beginning with his chest, I smooth my hands all over him, enjoying the contours of his pecs, his flat stomach, that perfect six-pack, the defined V-shape leading to his crotch. And then I smooth my palms over his broad shoulders and down his arms, taking in hard biceps and firm forearms. When I come to his hands, I lace my fingers through his. And he responds in kind...with such tenderness that my heart skips several beats. 
 
    ‘You feel so good.’ I shift position, and come to kneel between his legs. ‘I think you deserve a treat.’ 
 
    Going straight to his crotch, I cup his balls in my left hand and massage them gently before I wrap the fingers of my right hand around his shaft. Still massaging his balls, I begin to move my fingers up and down the shaft, slowly at first, but gradually increasing the pressure and speed. And then I lean in, taking his cock in my mouth. He bucks at my touch, thrusts upwards and fills my mouth. In response, I close my lips around the shaft, and suck for all I’m worth. After a minute or so like this, I stop, lick at his glans, then suck again. At first, I have no idea if I’m hitting the mark, but when his penis tightens further in my grasp, when he raises his crotch and begins to thrust in time to my movements, I could fist pump the air. Fully expecting him to let me go the whole way, I’m about to finish him off when I’m grabbed by the arms and thrust away. In a flash, I’m flipped onto my front, and he’s on top of me again. A big hand comes to my right thigh, grabs it firmly and shifts my leg up to my chest. 
 
    And he’s gone again. 
 
    I hear the sound of a packet being ripped open. Readying myself for him, and shimmering with excitement, I straighten out my left leg and rest my hands flat under my face, one on top of the other. He soon lowers himself back on top of me, between my legs. His left palm slips under my stomach, urging me up a little, creating an easier angle for penetration. And then he takes hold of my right forearm, pinning me thoroughly in place. I feel his fingers at my opening, probing gently, making absolutely sure I’m ready. As soon as he realises I am, the fingers are replaced by the tip of his cock, and his body closes in on mine. 
 
    Taking his time, he buries himself inside me, pausing at the deepest point and calming himself. I have just enough time to sense his heart pulsing against my back before he moves again. While he withdraws to the hilt, pauses and penetrates again, his lips make contact, slowly tracing a path across the nape of my neck. Repeating the process again and again at a slow, unhurried pace, he’s clearly determined to make this last as long as possible. And I’m quite alright with that, because each time he probes inwards, delicious shivers dance through my muscles. A few minutes pass like this, held in a divine limbo with the pressure growing steadily inside. And all the time, his soft lips smooth against my back and shoulders, occasionally stopping to rain kisses on my skin. 
 
    He’s concentrating on my left shoulder when I move my head and the blindfold slips. 
 
    It takes a split second for my eyes to focus on the inside of his arm. I see smooth skin, a tiny freckle...and there, just below the elbow, a small tattoo, no more than a couple of inches wide: two crossed swords forming an X. 
 
    Satisfied with my tiny nugget of information – and more than happy it arrived by accident – I quickly nudge the blindfold back into place. Just in time. 
 
    Raising himself on his elbows, he picks up the momentum. His grip tightens and before long, he’s thrusting into me. A rush of heat tears through my muscles, right from my clitoris to the base of my spine. And while my body unravels, leaving me to sink into a sea of pure orgasmic bliss, he pounds on. I’m consumed by a second wave of contractions, crying out incoherently when he finally stiffens, his entire body taut as he empties himself inside me, giving three or four last thrusts before he lowers himself, holding me in place while we both come down from the heights. 
 
    And then, I’m rewarded with another wonderful, full-on kiss. 
 
    ‘I’m in trouble,’ I breathe, beginning to surface from the rush. 
 
    And I am. 
 
    Because this man is the most compelling drug I’ve ever tasted. With every dose, I just want more. In spite of my earlier resolution, in spite of all my best intentions, I’m wavering now...and I’m not sure I can ever give this up. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    ‘There you go, babe. Twenty.’ 
 
    Biting back the urge to inform the taxi driver I’m anything but a babe, I rummage through my purse and hand over the fare. 
 
    ‘What’s going on here then? Looks busy.’ 
 
    ‘Annual Romance Awards.’ 
 
    The last thing I need, seeing as today’s date has managed to resurrect memories I’d simply rather bury. After scraping through a foul-tempered day at work, I’d love to just shut the door on the world and lose myself in a bottle of wine. But there’s no chance of that, not with an evening of polite conversation and fake smiles ahead. With a resigned sigh, I heave myself out of the taxi, glance up at the rows of arches and sashed windows, and climb the steps to the lobby of The Ritz. 
 
    Pausing next to the reception desk, I check my mobile: one text from Marnie, wishing me luck tonight. And still nothing from X. I’m hardly surprised. After all, there’s been no contact since last Friday. I’m beginning to suspect Celine’s had a quiet word with him: Take care with that one. She’s beginning to fall. Either that, or he caught me in the act of taking a quick peek at his arm and decided I’m not to be trusted. Whatever happened, I’ve certainly missed my fix over the last five days, but thanks to a renewed resolve to simplify my world, I haven’t once attempted to contact the mystery lover...and now I’m well on the way to accepting it’s over. Which is just as well. Because as the days have dragged by, Mr Delaney has managed to dig himself into my thoughts, appearing in numerous filthy fantasies and dominating every dream. The only trouble is, while my need to be with him has steadily grown, he’s clearly resolved to back off too: I haven’t laid eyes on him since he bought me a croissant. 
 
    ‘Sod him,’ I grumble. His loss. Not mine. 
 
    Thrusting the phone back into my handbag, I head on down the grand hallway, passing a blur of opulence along the way – gilt furnishings, lavish fabrics, panelled mirrors and glimmering chandeliers. With a glance into the Palm Court, laid out ready for tomorrow’s afternoon tea, I break off to the right, drop my coat at the cloakroom and enter the venue for tonight’s function: a sumptuous hall, dripping with Parisian-style glamour. Specially prepared for the awards, there must be at least twenty tables laid out with immaculate white cloths and an eye-watering array of glass and silverware. 
 
    I scan the room, seeking out the unmistakable figure of Patricia Devine amongst the throng of guests. It doesn’t take long to find her. Seated about half-way down the room and decked out in a purple meringue of a dress, she waves at bejewelled hand at me. With a wave in return, I navigate a path through the tables to join her. 
 
    ‘How’s it going?’ Shoving the handbag under the table, I slump onto my chair. 
 
    ‘Got to be honest with you.’ She pours me a glass of white. ‘Wasn’t exactly keen on coming. Wednesday night’s my reading circle. And Lucifer’s not well.’ 
 
    ‘Oh dear. I’m sorry.’ 
 
    ‘It’s probably just another fur ball. You know what he’s like.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll soon be back with him.’ 
 
    ‘Not soon enough.’ 
 
    I take a sip of wine, and decide to jolly her along with a touch of flattery. ‘I hear you’re a shoo-in for the rosette.’ 
 
    ‘Fuck the rosette.’ 
 
    Totally accustomed to the ways of Pat Devine, I can’t help but laugh. At the grand old age of seventy-five, my eccentric star author’s not exactly the sort to care what anyone thinks of her...and that extends to her language. 
 
    ‘Is Larry coming?’ she asks. 
 
    ‘Yes.’ I glance round again. ‘He must be running late.’ Which is strange, because Larry never runs late. I look back at Pat. She’s leaning forward now, distracted by something to my right. ‘I’m sorry you’re not enjoying yourself.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I am now.’ She licks her crimson lips. ‘Just spotted some eye candy. Three o’clock.’ 
 
    I turn, and my heart stalls...because about ten feet away, deep in conversation with a couple of fawning females, is the one person I’ve been yearning for, and last person I expected to see tonight. 
 
    ‘What’s he doing here?’ I ask. 
 
    ‘You know him?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ I blink. ‘It’s Max. Max Delaney.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, that’s him, is it?’ With her bird-like gaze still fixed on him, she licks her lips again. ‘Good God, I’d love to strip him naked and smother his willy in chocolate.’ 
 
    ‘Excuse me?’ I lean forward and block her view. 
 
    ‘You’re never too old for that sort of thing.’ She raises a finger to her mouth. ‘And speaking of age, how old do you reckon he is?’ 
 
    ‘Thirty-four. And that’s not reckoning. It’s a fact.’ 
 
    ‘Mmm.’ Placing the bright red fingernail between her teeth, she ponders this new information. ‘I’ve got forty-one years on him. Would that be cradle-snatching?’ 
 
    ‘Behave, Pat.’ I glance back at Max. ‘Don’t waste your time on him. He’s Phillip Delaney’s son.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, that old cunt.’ 
 
    My bottom lip plummets. Even for Pat, this is way beyond the pale. ‘Watch your language.’ 
 
    ‘Fuck off.’ She leans round me to examine Max in more detail. ‘It doesn’t matter who his father is. He’s a dish.’ And now, her eyes dart around the room. She takes another mouthful of wine. ‘You know, when you first told me about the sale, I looked into the Delaneys. The old fella’s into news media, communications, all that shite. No record of any prior interest in book publishing, which shouldn’t come as a surprise, seeing as there’s very little political influence in books.’ 
 
    ‘And?’ 
 
    ‘You must have heard the rumours he’s ill.’ 
 
    I nod. 
 
    ‘So, Delaney Junior’s taking the reins. I’ll wager you a monkey, it’s him what’s interested in publishing, not his dad.’ 
 
    I shrug. 
 
    ‘Suit yourself.’ She holds up a hand. ‘Just saying.’ 
 
    ‘Just saying what?’ 
 
    ‘Did you know DelCorp was in talks to buy up some American cable network?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ Because over the past few months, I haven’t had much time or inclination to follow the news. 
 
    ‘Well, they pulled out last week. Some people think it’s because the old man’s ill.’ She pauses dramatically. ‘And some people say Max Delaney’s just not interested in all that power.’ Thick, mascara-laden eyelashes flutter. ‘I’d go for the second option. I’d say he’s in possession of a conscience.’ She returns her attention to Max. ‘And God, I’d love to see his chest.’ 
 
    ‘Okay.’ I slap the table. It’s definitely time to change the conversation. ‘How’s the new book coming on?’ 
 
    Leaning back, Pat groans. ‘Oh my dear, I have to admit something. I’ve ground to a bit of a halt on the sex scenes.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    She shakes her head. ‘Terrible, isn’t it? But really, just ask yourself. How many different ways can you describe things going in and coming out again?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t tell me you’ve lost interest.’ 
 
    She blows a raspberry. ‘I don’t know. But all those huge cocks and tight cunts, and orgasms that make your teeth fall out, they get a little tedious after a while.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t stop now. You’re our best.’ 
 
    ‘I know, my darling. And it’s my cross to bear. I think it must be age. You know, loss of libido.’ Her eyes snap back to Max. ‘Mind you...’ She squints a little. ‘I bet he’s hung like a stallion. Tight buttocks, concrete thighs. Imagine having that going at you. Imagine clinging on to those biceps while he rides you like a bull on heat...’ 
 
    ‘Pat!’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes, I think I’ve found my new muse. Maybe the mojo’s back.’ She gasps, once, twice, three times. ‘Oh dear Lord. He’s got me all hot and bothered in the granny pants. Might shoot off early and knock out a quick one.’ 
 
    ‘Pardon?’ 
 
    ‘A sex scene, darling. Goodness, what did you think I meant? Anyway, change the subject. He’s coming over.’ 
 
    I turn to watch him approach, utterly dismayed when all the usual reactions kick into life, filling my head with images of Max Delaney riding me like a bull on heat and tipping me head-first into a hot flush of anticipation. Moving in that artless, sexy way of his, he places his glass on the table, takes the seat to my right, and nods a greeting to each of the other guests in our group...but he doesn’t bother with me. Anticipation quickly gives way to bewilderment, leaving me to wonder what on earth I’ve done to earn such an obvious snub. 
 
    ‘Long time, no see,’ I announce breezily, determined to rise above it all, no matter what’s going on. 
 
    He glances at me, hard-eyed, and says nothing. 
 
    ‘I don’t suppose you’ve seen Larry?’ I push, because if at first you don’t succeed... 
 
    ‘Not coming,’ he answers curtly. ‘He asked me to take his place.’ 
 
    Not coming? That’s news to me. 
 
    ‘So where is he?’ 
 
    ‘Ill.’ 
 
    ‘But he was fine at work.’ 
 
    ‘He’s not now.’ 
 
    ‘What’s wrong with him?’ 
 
    ‘No idea.’ 
 
    By now, I’m about as confused as it’s possible to get. Not only by Larry’s sudden mystery illness, but also by the complete turn-about in Mr Delaney’s attitude to me. I have no idea why, but the kind, humorous man who chatted with me at the waterfront seems to have morphed back into a stone-cold, arrogant piece of shit, complete with terse answers and granite eyes. Which only leads me to suspect the ‘nice Max’ was nothing more than an act. Which, in turn, only serves to stoke my temper back to life. 
 
    ‘For fuck’s sake.’ I grumble under my breath. I retrieve my mobile and send out a quick text to Larry, determined to at least clear up the illness issue. 
 
    What’s going on? Why aren’t you here? 
 
    His answer arrives quickly. 
 
    Got the shits, darling. 
 
    ‘The shits,’ I laugh. ‘My arse.’ 
 
    ‘Not you too?’ Max says, without the slightest hint of humour. 
 
    Wrestling back the urge to tell him to fuck off, I drop the mobile back into my bag, and come to the conclusion I’ve been ambushed, which wouldn’t be quite so bad if my assailant wasn’t in such an obviously vile mood. 
 
    ‘You did this on purpose.’ 
 
    ‘Did I?’ He lifts his glass and takes a mouthful of wine. 
 
    ‘So you can have dinner with me, I suppose.’ 
 
    ‘Get a grip.’ 
 
    ‘You get a grip.’ Grinding my teeth, I stare at his hardened expression and ask an obvious question. ‘What’s wrong with you tonight?’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘I mean what have you got stuck up your backside?’ 
 
    He stares at me blankly, shakes his head and finally – as if I’m of no consequence whatsoever – dives into a conversation with the woman to his right, a renowned flirt who’s in possession of the largest breasts known to mankind. 
 
    ‘Great.’ That’s all I need. An already-unbearable evening hijacked by a fickle dick head who’s obviously on a mission to wind me up. 
 
    I turn back to Pat and while away the next few minutes nodding my way through the saga of Lucifer’s fur balls. But I’m barely able to concentrate. Because I’m riled beyond belief…and distinctly over-heated...and there’s this super-sensitive spot in my knickers... 
 
    ‘Bull on heat,’ I grumble, finishing off my wine. 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ Pat asks. 
 
    ‘Nothing.’ 
 
    I refill the glass, slug it back in one go, and decide I need more. I’m reaching for the bottle when Max finally remembers I exist. 
 
    ‘Slow down,’ he growls into my ear. 
 
    ‘I’m fine.’ I turn to face him. 
 
    ‘You’re not.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I am. And I don’t need a nanny.’ 
 
    Defiantly, I reach out again, but he’s too quick for me, shoving the bottle out of reach before I can get to it. 
 
    ‘Time for water.’ 
 
    The gall of the man! ‘I’ll make my own decisions, if you don’t mind.’ 
 
    ‘And make an idiot of yourself in the process?’ 
 
    That does it. In the blink of an eye, I’m furious. ‘Leave me alone.’ 
 
    He leans in. ‘You should know better.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘Your mother.’ 
 
    Two simple words that knock me for six. That was my secret to reveal. No one else’s. 
 
    ‘How do you know?’ I demand, floundering under a wave of embarrassment. ‘I never told you. Who told you?’ 
 
    ‘Larry,’ he replies coldly. ‘And I’m glad he did...because now it all makes sense.’ 
 
    I bet it does. In fact, I bet that’s why he’s in such a foul mood – because he’s discovered the object of his affections is the messed-up daughter of a messed-up alcoholic. 
 
    ‘That bastard...’ 
 
    ‘Calm down. He was just sticking up for you.’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t need to go that far.’ 
 
    ‘He thought I should know.’ 
 
    ‘Really? So what else did he think you should know?’ If he wants to violate my past, we’ll do it in style. ‘Did he tell you she died a year ago tonight? That she choked on her own vomit? Did he tell you I was the one who found her? Did he tell you that?’ 
 
    Before I can say anything else, a waiter appears at my side, depositing a dish of soup in front of me, and another in front of Max. It’s enough to put an end to my rant. Gathering my senses, I glance round the table, taking in the uncomfortable fact that everyone’s silently watching our argument unfold. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry.’ Max nudges my arm. ‘He didn’t tell me any of that.’ He picks up his spoon and stares at his soup. ‘And I didn’t come here to argue.’ 
 
    ‘So why did you come?’ 
 
    He says nothing. 
 
    ‘I’m not an idiot, Max. There’s nothing wrong with Larry. And you’re the last person he’d ask to step in.’ 
 
    Still silent, he drops the spoon into his soup. 
 
    ‘You set this up. I know you did. Only I don’t get why. Because you’re in a vile mood and you’re treating me like shit.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry.’ 
 
    ‘Such an easy word to say.’ 
 
    I glance at Pat’s glass of wine and make a split-second decision. Stealing the wine from under her nose, I slug it back. 
 
    ‘Stop,’ Max growls. 
 
    ‘Don’t tell me what to do,’ I growl back. 
 
    ‘Somebody needs to.’ 
 
    Oh my goodness. He’s just said the wrong thing there. So wrong, it wakes up the absolute devil in me. Distracting him with a smile, I take hold of his soup dish and tip the entire contents into his lap. 
 
    He gazes at the gloop in his crotch, and then he gazes at me. ‘That wasn’t nice.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ I falter, shocked at what I’ve done. Not nice at all. And what do I say now? ‘Just thank your lucky stars it’s gazpacho.’ 
 
    He grabs a napkin and dabs at the mess. ‘You’re making a prat of yourself.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, well, I don’t give a shit.’ 
 
    ‘Clearly.’ 
 
    Choosing to give him a dose of his own medicine, I turn to a stunned Patricia Devine and proceed to grill her on the plot of her latest novel. It’s a conversation that takes us nicely through the main course and dessert, giving Max no alternative but to chat a little more to the big-busted slapper on his right. And with the evening’s proceedings kicking off shortly after coffee, I finally manage to relax a little, comfortable in the knowledge I’ll be left alone for the next hour or so, protected by a string of tedious speeches and rapturous applause. By the time the ceremony draws to a close – with Pat inevitably scooping the rosette – I’ve already made my escape plan. Kissing Pat on her heavily-powdered cheek, I spring to my feet and weave a hasty path towards the exit. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I’m loitering by the kerbside in the rain, wishing I’d had the sense to pre-book a taxi when strong fingers wrap themselves around my upper arm. A zing of electricity shoots right through me, and I know exactly who’s by my side. Exhausted, I turn to him. 
 
    ‘What now?’ 
 
    I’m surprised by a gentle smile. 
 
    ‘You’re getting wet.’ 
 
    ‘No shit.’ 
 
    A black Bentley rounds the corner and comes to a halt in front of us. 
 
    Still holding my arm, he opens the back door. ‘Get in.’ 
 
    ‘No thanks. I’ll take a taxi.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll be soaked by the time you find one.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t care.’ 
 
    ‘For fuck’s sake, Ella. Just get in.’ 
 
    Chesty emerges from the front passenger seat. ‘Be quick, boss.’ He points down the street. There’s a moped speeding towards us. ‘Paparazzi.’ 
 
    In a daze, I’m manhandled into the back of the Bentley with Max quickly taking his place at my side. As soon as the doors slam shut, a camera appears at the window, blinding me with an onslaught of flashing lights. 
 
    ‘Primrose Hill,’ he orders. ‘And give us some privacy.’ 
 
    With a glass screen rising to separate us from the men in the front, the engine revs into life and we draw away from The Ritz. I have no idea how long I spend like this, looking out of the window at a procession of grand buildings – some cloaked in darkness, others spilling light onto rain-drenched pavements – and wondering what the hell just happened. 
 
    ‘You okay?’ Max asks at last. 
 
    Refusing to make eye contact, I nod mutely. 
 
    Another minute or so pass in silence before he speaks again. ‘You should answer that.’ 
 
    ‘Answer what?’ 
 
    ‘Your mobile. I think you’ve got a text.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t hear anything.’ 
 
    ‘I did.’ 
 
    I dig the mobile out of my bag and discover I have indeed received a text...and it’s from Max. 
 
    Truce? 
 
    With a small smile, I drop the phone back into the bag and finally give him some eye-contact. With an equally small smile, he slips his own mobile into his jacket pocket. 
 
    ‘Fine. Truce,’ I mutter. ‘But you’re a moody sod, and you shouldn’t have gone snooping.’ 
 
    ‘I agree I’m a moody sod,’ he returns. ‘But I promise I didn’t go snooping, not about your mum. And I’m sorry for upsetting you. I shouldn’t have mentioned her.’ 
 
    The car comes to a halt at a junction, and in the glow of a streetlight I can clearly see his remorse. It melts me instantly, leaving me ashamed of my childish behaviour. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry too,’ I tell him, ‘for the soup thing. I don’t know what came over me.’ 
 
    He glances wryly at his lap. ‘You know, I never really understood the concept of cold soup until now. Thank God for Spanish cuisine.’ 
 
    I laugh. ‘The Prince of Darkness has a sense of humour.’ 
 
    ‘Is that what you call me?’ 
 
    ‘Amongst other things.’ 
 
    ‘Interesting.’ He looks out of the window. Fingers interlocked, rubbing a thumb against the side of his hand over and over again, he suddenly seems preoccupied. 
 
    ‘Why were you in a mood tonight?’ I ask. 
 
    He shakes his head. ‘Something on my mind.’ 
 
    ‘Care to share?’ 
 
    ‘Not at the moment.’ 
 
    Probably something to do with his father’s illness, I surmise. Whatever my opinions on Phillip Delaney, it can’t be easy for Max. And bearing that in mind, perhaps I should go easy on him. 
 
    ‘Do you think he got a picture?’ I ask, changing the subject. ‘That paparazzi bloke.’ 
 
    ‘Probably.’ 
 
    ‘That’s all I need.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ He turns to me. 
 
    ‘People are beginning to talk.’ 
 
    ‘And what are they saying?’ 
 
    Do I push it? Oh, why the hell not? 
 
    ‘They’re saying you’ve got a soft spot for me.’ I’m expecting a flat-out denial, but I don’t get one. 
 
    Instead, he simply cocks his head and confounds me with something completely unexpected. ‘Well...they’re not wrong.’ 
 
    Mouth open and eyes wide, I gawp at Mr Delaney’s earnest features. ‘You have?’ I know I’ve had my suspicions, but hearing it straight from his lips is something else. 
 
    ‘It’s obvious, isn’t it?’ He leans in slightly. 
 
    A whirlwind of sexual energy spirals through my core, sending shock waves out to my stomach, up to my chest, and robbing me of several heartbeats in the process. 
 
    ‘But I’ve already got a man,’ I remind him. And then I catch my breath. 
 
    ‘So you have. And I wonder what he’d say if he knew...’ 
 
    ‘Knew what?’ 
 
    ‘That you’re attracted to The Prince of Darkness.’ 
 
    ‘What makes you think that?’ 
 
    ‘Everything.’ 
 
    My heart thuds. My mouth dries up...and I say nothing. 
 
    ‘No denial then?’ He speaks quietly now, holding me with a gaze that’s all smouldering and sexy and hot. 
 
    I suck in a lungful of air, blow it out again. ‘Okay,’ I admit. ‘I am attracted to you, but it’s just the brain firing out chemicals – dopamine, adrenaline, all that crap. It’s all physical. Nothing more.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t agree.’ 
 
    And neither do I. But after tonight’s behaviour, there’s no way I’m about to offer up the truth: that I can’t stop thinking about him, and love being with him – even when we’re locking horns – and miss him whenever he’s not around. ‘Oh God,’ I groan, closing my eyes against an unmistakably weird realisation. In spite of all my best efforts, not only do I like this man, I’m actually beginning to fall for him. ‘It’s a free country.’ 
 
    ‘And I’m not giving up.’ 
 
    I open my eyes and squint at him. ‘Even after the soup?’ 
 
    ‘Especially after the soup.’ 
 
    Watching his lips rise at the corners, I sense a rush of warmth in my breast. 
 
    ‘What are you after, Max?’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘I mean...if it’s just sex, you might as well look somewhere else.’ 
 
    He tips his head. ‘You think that’s all I want?’ 
 
    I study him for a few moments, and realise it’s a ridiculous notion. If sex was all he wanted, he would have flipped into seduction mode right from the start instead of wasting his time blowing hot and cold. And he certainly wouldn’t have stuck around at the first sign of trouble. By now, anyone else would have run a mile, but Max seems absolutely determined to push through it all. 
 
    ‘I don’t get it.’ Tears well in my eyes. ‘I don’t get why you’re interested in a woman like me.’ 
 
    ‘Why wouldn’t I be?’ 
 
    ‘Because I’m a mess.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure it’s only temporary.’ 
 
    Before I can say anything else, a handful of tears tumble lazily down my cheek. He reaches over and wipes them away with his thumb. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry,’ he says. ‘I shouldn’t have landed this on you tonight. You’ve already got enough to deal with.’ 
 
    ‘It’s okay. I don’t even know why I’m crying.’ 
 
    I’ve no idea whether it’s down to the anniversary of Mum’s death or the months spent in the wilderness, or the sudden, quiet happiness of knowing I stand a chance with Max. I’m half expecting him to take me into his arms, and vaguely disappointed when he simply offers me a handkerchief and rests a hand on my shoulder while I sob uncontrollably. By the time I’ve managed to regain some control, the car’s already drawing up outside my house and I just want to curl into a ball. 
 
    ‘Do you want me to come in?’ he asks. 
 
    I shake my head. ‘I think I need to be on my own.’ 
 
    ‘Understood.’ He takes in a breath. ‘Listen, I have to go away for a few days. But when I get back, we should talk...and I mean really talk.’ 
 
    ‘There’s more to say?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ His eyes flash in the gloom. ‘There is.’ 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Saturday afternoon. After a sober night, a lie-in and a morning spent reading, I’m on my usual bench at Primrose Hill Park, looking down over the rooftops surrounding Regent’s Park, and wondering which one belongs to Max. With a sigh, I check my mobile in case he’s texted again, only to discover he hasn’t. For the hundredth time, I content myself with flicking back through the paltry handful of messages we exchanged on Thursday evening. The first, from him. 
 
    How are you? 
 
    It took me forever to concoct a suitable reply. 
 
    Fine now. Sorry about last night. Thank you for being so understanding. 
 
    His response still makes me smile. 
 
    No worries. Sorry for being a dick. 
 
    And then, maybe I went too far. I wince at my question. 
 
    Where are you? 
 
    Far too needy. 
 
    In Cornwall. Family wedding. Big get-together. 
 
    Probably Zach, I concluded. And I should have left it at that. But I couldn’t resist firing out another stupid question. 
 
    When are you back? 
 
    And perhaps that’s why the conversation fizzled out. 
 
    Sunday. I’ll be in touch. Look after yourself. 
 
    No mention of our strange little interchange in the back of his Bentley, no reference to his confession of interest – or mine – and certainly no further contact. I sigh again, frustrated that I’ve been left hanging by a man who’s open and intimate one minute, guarded and withdrawn the next. I still can’t quite convince myself he’s relationship material. But that hasn’t stopped the fantasies. Far from it. In fact, they’ve harassed me through two days at work and three nights at home, ranging from our first mouth-watering kiss, through endless sweaty bedroom sessions, to much, much more... 
 
    I’m still staring at the screen when the ring tone kicks in and Marnie’s name flashes up. Shaking my head, I tap accept. 
 
    ‘Hi,’ she says. ‘What are you up to?’ 
 
    ‘Just chilling.’ 
 
    ‘Everything okay?’ 
 
    ‘Fine.’ 
 
    ‘Sure?’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    ‘You left really early last night. Not like you.’ 
 
    ‘Had a headache.’ 
 
    A complete lie. The truth is a Friday booze-up in Covent Garden, saying goodbye to Jill and Rob and Valerie, just didn’t appeal. After a couple of soft drinks, an hour of chat and some heartfelt goodbyes, I’d had enough. 
 
    ‘Seeing the Mystery Man tonight?’ 
 
    ‘He’s busy at the moment.’ Another lie. More than a week now since my last encounter with X, and there’s been nothing but silence in the meantime. It’s definitely over. A fact I’ve accepted. But not one I’m about to share with Marnie. She’ll only fret that I’ve left myself open to Max. 
 
    ‘Heard from Mr D?’ she asks, as if she’s actually tracking my train of thoughts. 
 
    ‘Why would I hear from him?’ 
 
    ‘Well, you know...’ 
 
    Yes, I do. Thanks to Larry’s motor mouth, she’s already heard about Max elbowing his way into the Romance Awards – enough to rekindle her suspicions. I’m just glad she doesn’t know the true extent of what went on. I’d never hear the end of it. 
 
    ‘He’s still after you.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve been through this. There’s nothing to worry about.’ 
 
    But it’s obvious she is worrying. In fact, during the next few seconds of silence, I can practically hear the cogs of her brain churning through the possible woes that might befall me. 
 
    ‘So, what are you doing tonight?’ she asks, suddenly chirpy. 
 
    ‘Don’t know. Watching a film. What are you up to?’ 
 
    ‘Going out with Christophe.’ 
 
    ‘Okay.’ The mere mention of the name makes me want to growl. It’s a miracle I don’t. 
 
    ‘He’s having a get-together with friends,’ she explains. ‘A reunion.’ 
 
    ‘Uh huh.’ With who, I wonder. The man can’t really have friends. 
 
    ‘And that’s why I’m calling, really... You’re invited.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. Am I?’ Why on earth would Christophe include me in his little gathering? Well, who cares why, I’m already thinking about possible excuses. For once in my life, I actually wish I had a cat. At least then I could plead fur balls. 
 
    ‘So, what do you say?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not really in the mood.’ That’ll have to do. 
 
    ‘Oh please come, Ella.’ 
 
    ‘Honestly, I’ve got too much to do this weekend.’ A bit better. 
 
    ‘Ella, please. I don’t know these people. I’ll be a nervous wreck. And it’s on a river boat.’ 
 
    ‘So what?’ 
 
    ‘No escape.’ 
 
    Indeed. No crying off, no grabbing a taxi, no beating a hasty retreat. ‘I don’t know...’ 
 
    ‘Christophe wants you to come.’ 
 
    ‘Does he?’ I frown. ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘Duh…to get to know you better. You’re my best friend.’ 
 
    ‘It’s just...’ I’m beginning to crumble, and I know it. I’ve never been any good at turning Marnie down. Hence the sex club fiasco. 
 
    ‘Please. Pretty please. Please, please, please,’ she urges, her voice sickly sweet. 
 
    There’s no point fighting, I know that from bitter experience. She won’t give up until I agree. And I’m a soft touch where Marnie’s concerned. This isn’t the first time I’ve done something just to make her happy, and it certainly won’t be the last. 
 
    ‘Okay.’ My shoulders slump. ‘Where and when?’ 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Five hours later, dressed in jeans and a flowery top, finished off with black boots and a thick black jacket, I’m picking my way along a pier on the South Bank, aiming for a sleek white river cruiser moored at the end. Half-way down, I pause and survey the boat: a single deck affair, maybe sixty feet long, wheelhouse perched at the front, outside space at the rear. Inside, the party’s already in full swing, oozing light and music into the night. Shuddering at the prospect of the next few hours, I straighten my outfit and head on down the jetty. 
 
    As soon as I enter the fray, I’m jumped on by Marnie. 
 
    ‘Thank God you’re here.’ She kisses me on the cheek. ‘Free bar. Let’s get drunk.’ 
 
    Oh, God. No. ‘I shouldn’t...’ 
 
    ‘Tonight you can,’ she beams. ‘I’m giving you my full permission.’ Taking hold of my arm, she drags me to the bar and orders two large glasses of wine. 
 
    ‘Where’s Christophe?’ I ask above the noise. 
 
    ‘Down at the front, I think. Or is it the prow?’ She glances round, then leans closer, speaking in low, conspiratorial tones. ‘I’m so glad you’re here. I can’t stand Christophe’s friends. Spoilt little rich kids.’ 
 
    ‘I guess that’s the world he moves in.’ 
 
    She nods sagely. ‘Porsche-owning prats. And they’ve all got ridiculous nicknames...like Tinky and Winky.’ 
 
    Which I find hard to believe. ‘You’ve just made those up.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe. But they have got ridiculous nicknames. I just can’t remember them.’ 
 
    ‘What’s Christophe’s nickname?’ 
 
    She rolls her eyes. ‘Frenchie. Can you believe it? No fucking imagination.’ She surveys the crowd. ‘Let’s go outside.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a bit chilly for that?’ 
 
    ‘They’ve got blankets, and a heater.’ She grabs my arm again. ‘Come on. This lot are doing my head in.’ 
 
    Weaving a path through a throng of strangers, Marnie guides me out to the stern where we settle ourselves on a cushioned bench, snuggling beneath a huge, luxurious blanket. 
 
    ‘Isn’t it beautiful? All those lights?’ Marnie raises her glass to the view: a host of shimmering illuminations strung out along the South Bank, dominated by the pale blue glow of the London Eye. 
 
    ‘Amazing,’ I agree, giving it all a few seconds’ worth of attention before I focus on the river. A deep, menacing belt of power; jet black swathes of water grinding relentlessly eastwards – it’s in a sullen mood tonight, just like me. ‘So,’ I begin, hoping to delay the inevitable grilling about The Ritz, ‘what have you been up to today?’ 
 
    Swigging back her wine, Marnie takes the bait and sets about regaling me with a tale of afternoon shopping – courtesy of Christophe – describing each and every item of clothing he bought for her in Harvey Nichols, and apprising me of every single price tag. She’s just moving on to what they had for lunch when the man himself appears, bottle of lager in hand. 
 
    ‘Ah, here he is.’ Marnie holds out her left hand. ‘Sit down, money bags. You must be worn out. You’ve spoilt me today.’ 
 
    ‘You deserve it, ma chère.’ He leans down to kiss the back of Marnie’s hand before taking a seat on the opposite bench. ‘Hello again, Ella.’ 
 
    ‘Good to see you.’ I bite back a grimace. 
 
    ‘Good to see you too.’ Laying an arm across the back of the seat, he looks out over the Thames. 
 
    ‘He’s feeling a little down today,’ Marnie tells me. 
 
    ‘Down?’ I ask, vaguely interested. I have no idea what could possibly send Christophe Dupont into the doldrums. ‘Why?’ 
 
    He waves a hand, dismissively. ‘It’s a silly thing. Pas d’importance.’ 
 
    ‘Cut the French, Frenchie,’ Marnie grins. ‘Why don’t you just tell her what’s bothering you? And in the meantime...’ Shoving back the blanket, she gets up. ‘I’ll get us another drink.’ 
 
    ‘No, I’m...’ 
 
    I don’t know why I bother. Before I can finish my sentence, she’s already ducked back inside, leaving me alone with Christophe and his flinty gaze. 
 
    ‘Don’t worry,’ he remarks. ‘I don’t bite.’ 
 
    I laugh, uncomfortably. ‘No. Of course not.’ 
 
    Somewhere behind us, an engine revs into life, slowly churning up water and nudging us away from the bank. Thankfully, it’s far too loud for any meaningful conversation to proceed. A minute or so later, the engine slips into gear and with a hint of petrol in the air, we set off into the darkness, slipping into the deep shadows of Waterloo Bridge. When we finally emerge at the other side, I glance at Christophe, only to find him still watching me in silence. 
 
    I shift uneasily beneath the blanket. ‘So, what’s eating you then?’ I ask, hoping to God Marnie gets back soon. 
 
    ‘Like I said, it’s silly. You wouldn’t be interested.’ 
 
    ‘Try me.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. Why not?’ He takes a mouthful of beer. ‘How shall I put this? I’m feeling a little...left out.’ 
 
    ‘Left out of what?’ 
 
    ‘A wedding.’ He waits for my reaction. 
 
    I shrug. 
 
    ‘You know of my relationship with the Delaneys?’ 
 
    I nod. ‘Marnie told me.’ 
 
    ‘And you’ve heard of Zachary, the half-brother?’ 
 
    I nod again. 
 
    ‘He was married yesterday...in Cornwall. They’re both down there – Max and Sebastian – playing happy families.’ 
 
    While the engines notch up a gear, I wonder why a Cornish wedding is any reason for Christophe to brood. After all, if memory serves me right, the third brother was only discovered last year, probably long after his relationship with the Delaney brothers had cooled. 
 
    ‘Why would it bother you?’ I ask. 
 
    My wine glass is half way to my mouth when his answer stuns me. 
 
    ‘Because I’m the one who tracked him down.’ 
 
    The glass hovers. ‘You are?’ I lower it again. ‘But why...’ 
 
    ‘Why indeed?’ He takes another swig of lager. ‘To understand that, you need to know a little about my past.’ Keeping his eyes firmly fixed on mine, he smiles grimly. ‘Care to listen?’ 
 
    While a cold wind whips in across the water, causing me to shiver beneath the blanket, the sensible part of my brain tells me I should really decline the offer. To accept confidence from this man like this, is to step willingly into his web. But I can’t decline, because I’m battling against a rush of intrigue. And although I’ve no interest in Christophe for his own sake, I’d love to know why he’d take such an interest in Max and his family. 
 
    ‘Okay.’ Silently, I resolve to stay on guard. 
 
    ‘Very well.’ He looks back to the water, and steels himself for the task. ‘I grew up in Paris with my mother. I never knew my father.’ His eyes flash in the darkness. ‘Maman wasn’t a particularly attentive parent. I don’t think she liked me very much. In fact, she got rid of me whenever she could. Which is why I spent so much time in England. Every single school holiday.’ 
 
    ‘With the Delaneys?’ 
 
    ‘With Max and Sebastian’s uncle. He was a family friend.’ 
 
    Facts snap into place. 
 
    ‘Belsize Park?’ I venture. 
 
    ‘Much of the time. There was another place in the country.’ He squints to his right, at the concrete monolith of the National Theatre; bathed in light, its bright reflection skims out across the Thames. ‘Over the years, I got to know the Delaneys very well. I was good friends with Max, and I saw a lot of Sebastian. And as for Phillip? Well, he treated me almost like a son.’ He turns back to me. ‘You wanted to know why I tracked down Zachary. It’s very simple. I always wanted to repay Phillip Delaney for his kindness. So when I came into possession of some interesting information, I acted on it, which led me to discover the existence of the third brother. I even went down to Cornwall and made contact.’ He shrugs, despairingly. ‘And now I find myself frozen out.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t understand...’ 
 
    ‘If Phillip Delaney hadn’t been too ill to attend the wedding, he would have made sure I was included. But he is too ill.’ He leans forward, clasping the bottle in both hands and staring at the deck. ‘You know Max and I don’t get along?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘He’s the reason I’m ostracized.’ 
 
    ‘Max?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ he answers crisply. ‘I say ‘live and let live’ but he doesn’t seem to agree with that old adage. He’s been working on Sebastian for years, trying to get me banned from the club. And now he’s poured his poison into Zachary’s ears.’ He gives another shrug. ‘But enough of me. What about you?’ 
 
    ‘What about me?’ Wary of the sudden change in subject, I readjust my position under the blanket.  
 
    ‘I hear you had an interesting evening at the Ritz.’ 
 
    Ah, so that’s it. I should have known. Marnie’s blabbed it all to her beau. 
 
    ‘It was an awards evening. Nothing interesting.’ 
 
    ‘But Max turned up.’ 
 
    ‘He did.’ 
 
    ‘And you went home with him.’ 
 
    ‘Marnie didn’t tell you that.’ With a bristle, I glance into the depths of the party. No sign of her yet. 
 
    ‘No. But I did see the photograph. And so did she.’ He smiles again, all smug and self-satisfied. 
 
    ‘What photograph?’ 
 
    ‘Online, in some gossip column. You and Max in the back of his car.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘The press move quickly.’ 
 
    They certainly do. And why didn’t Marnie mention this herself? 
 
    ‘You should be more careful,’ he advises. ‘Those people love digging their noses into Max’s life. And I’m not surprised. He’s quite a catch.’ 
 
    ‘It was nothing,’ I explain, although I’m not sure why I feel the need to justify myself to Christophe. ‘I was waiting for a taxi. I didn’t want to get into his car, but then the paparazzi turned up...’ 
 
    ‘And you don’t think Max tipped them off?’ 
 
    I falter for a moment, completely blindsided. One moped speeding into view at just the right time, giving Max the perfect excuse to usher me into his car and declare his feelings. Could Christophe be right? I blink, shake my head, and immediately banish the possibility. ‘He wouldn’t do that.’ 
 
    ‘Wouldn’t he?’ Christophe laughs. ‘He’s done it before.’ He’s serious now...deadly serious. ‘I believe I know him better than you, Ella. I was once friends with him, remember. I was once in his confidence and I know how he operates. He’ll do anything to force your hand. If you ask me, it was a set-up.’ 
 
    Time bleeds beneath Christophe’s stony challenge. My heartbeat accelerates and my fingers begin to jitter – the first signs of a fight or flight reflex. I’m unable to take it for long. Glancing back again, this time I spot Marnie at the bar. Chatting merrily to a group of Porsche-owning prats, she’s in no rush. Suddenly, it’s obvious. For the second time in a week, I’ve been ambushed. All part of Marnie’s plan to make me see sense. She didn’t mention the photograph because she didn’t need to. Having loaded her weapon of choice with ammunition, all she had to do was lure me into her trap and withdraw. 
 
    ‘So is this.’ Now I realise why she insisted I drink. She knew I’d need it. 
 
    ‘Don’t be angry with her. She’s just worried about you.’ 
 
    ‘She doesn’t need to be.’ 
 
    ‘I beg to differ.’ He finishes off his lager, clasps the empty bottle in both hands, and leans forward. ‘I know you don’t particularly like me. And that’s fine. But I’m asking you to put aside your dislike for a few minutes and listen to what I have to say.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t really have a choice, do I?’ 
 
    He shakes his head. ‘I’m serious about Marnie. I’d do anything for her. And she wants me to warn you about Max. If I don’t, she’d never forgive me. So you must understand: I don’t really have a choice either.’ He takes in a breath. ‘Of course, it’s your decision what you believe, but be very careful where you place your trust.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not an idiot.’ 
 
    ‘I know.’ The boat slips into the shadows of another bridge. His next words are cloaked in darkness. ‘And that’s why you should listen to what I have to say.’ 
 
    I pull the blanket closer, but it does little against the chill. While a shiver tickles the back of my neck, I check on the passing scenery – The Shard in full view to the left, rising up behind Southwark Cathedral – and wonder how much further east we’re going to plough before the boat turns round...and then how far west. Unless I head inside for mindless chat with the likes of Tinky and Winky, there seems to be no escape from this ordeal. And even if I did, I’m pretty sure I’d be followed. 
 
    ‘Go on, then,’ I grumble, determined to ignore it all. 
 
    He licks his lips, clearly relishing the prospect. ‘I owe Phillip Delaney a great deal,’ he begins slowly, ‘but I’m not blind to his faults. He’s a ruthless man. All he cares about is money and power. You should understand that Max is cut from the same cloth.’ 
 
    Nothing new. ‘I’ve considered that.’ 
 
    ‘But have you considered this?’ He smiles coldly. ‘While Phillip Delaney built his empire from nothing, Max was born into money.’ 
 
    ‘Which means nothing.’ 
 
    ‘Which means he has the natural arrogance of the super-rich, not to mention a sense of entitlement.’ The smile fades. ‘All of this is bad enough, even without mentioning the lack of conscience, the absence of feelings, the fact that he’s a master of the art of manipulation, and a good actor too.’ 
 
    Oh, here we go... 
 
    ‘I’ve heard all this before,’ I interrupt. ‘Marnie’s already told me the same thing.’ Almost word for word, as if the pair of them are working to a script. 
 
    ‘Then allow me to go further,’ he says. ‘If Max has decided he wants you, he’ll do and say all the right things to get you. But be warned. None of it’s real.’ 
 
    Isn’t it? Thinking back to the Max I’ve come to know, I just can’t bring myself to believe any of it’s a performance. In fact – if anything – the acting’s going on right here, right in front of me. ‘I don’t know why I should trust you, Christophe. You say he’s got it in for you, but what if it’s the other way round? I know there’s bad blood between you.’ 
 
    ‘I take it you’re referring to the girlfriend?’ 
 
    ‘The only woman he ever loved. Allegedly.’ 
 
    ‘He called it love, but he’s not capable of such a sentiment. He’s too much like his father. Possession is all he’s after. And control. The truth is he made her miserable...and he wouldn’t let go.’ 
 
    ‘So why didn’t she just walk away?’ 
 
    ‘It’s not that easy, not with Max, not when he’s playing his mind games.’ An eyebrow arches. ‘It’s a good job I was there to rescue her.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, come off it. You didn’t ‘rescue’ her. You ended up in a relationship with her.’ 
 
    ‘True. We were together for a while, but we weren’t suited. Eventually we went our separate ways, but at least she was free of Max.’ He taps the side of his empty bottle. ‘He never forgave me for that. Talk about holding a grudge.’ 
 
    With another glance at the bar, I’m relieved to see Marnie’s finally ordering the wine. She’ll be back any minute now, but not soon enough. Gripped by a desperate need to escape Christophe and his toxic little chat, I toy with the idea of disappearing off to the toilet for a few minutes. But before I can put my plan into action, I’m hit with a curve ball. 
 
    ‘You know,’ he says, ‘I’ve been thinking about the situation with your mysterious lover.’ 
 
    ‘I beg your pardon?’ Sensing a rush of blood to the cheeks, I bristle for England. 
 
    ‘I know all about it,’ he says, matter of fact. ‘Marnie told me.’ 
 
    ‘She had no right...’ 
 
    ‘Maybe not, but the milk has been spilt.’ 
 
    I glare into Christophe’s eyes, and catch a trace of delight. 
 
    ‘You’re not seeing him this weekend?’ he asks. 
 
    ‘No. What’s it to you?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing. But that’s not the point. What’s it to you? Think about it.’ 
 
    I don’t need to. I already know what he’s getting at. ‘You think it’s Max. Another one of his mind games.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a distinct possibility. After all, he’s away at the minute, and where’s your Mr X?’ 
 
    Where indeed? 
 
    ‘Sebastian’s away too,’ I argue glibly. ‘You never know. It could be him.’ 
 
    ‘Hardly likely.’ Christophe leans a little further forward. ‘Sebastian has a partner. And I don’t mean a business partner. I mean a lover. A woman.’ 
 
    ‘But I’ve never seen him with a woman...’ My brain flounders. ‘Unless it’s Celine.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not Celine,’ he counters quickly. ‘Her name is Evie. And you wouldn’t have seen her because Sebastian keeps her locked away.’ 
 
    ‘Locked away?’ 
 
    ‘A figure of speech.’ He waves a hand. ‘Anyway, he’s in a relationship. That’s the point.’ He seems to think. ‘But then again, why would that stop him taking what he wants from another? I suppose you can’t change the habits of a lifetime.’ He blinks, slowly. That smug smile returns. ‘But I still think it’s Max.’ 
 
    He says nothing more. He doesn’t need to. The job’s already done – a red-flag situation dragged kicking and screaming into the light – and now I’m beginning to brood over a possibility I should have considered more seriously before now. Perhaps it really is no coincidence that X has quietly disappeared from the scene, clearing the way for Max to make his advances. Shaking my head, I wish I’d never agreed to come here. So much for cheering me up, it’s just made things worse. 
 
    ‘But he hardly visits the club,’ I protest, sounding utterly pathetic now. 
 
    ‘Doesn’t he?’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I’ve been told.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe your sources are faulty.’ He gets to his feet and straightens his suit. ‘There’s something else you need to know about the wonderful Max.’ 
 
    I’ve had enough now, and that wine can’t arrive soon enough. Remaining silent, I stare out over the black swathes of water. 
 
    And then he delivers his blow. 
 
    ‘He keeps a room there. At his brother’s club.’ 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Flicking the light switch, I kick off my heels at the front door and steady myself against a wall. After four hours on that ruddy boat, I’m way beyond tipsy – thanks to the toxic combination of a free bar and hideous company. Teetering into the kitchen, I turn on the cold tap, grab a glass and watch it sway in and out of the flow until it’s filled. And then I down the water in one go, stare at my fuddled reflection in the kitchen window and ask myself a slurred question. 
 
    ‘Who the fuck is Max Delaney?’ A conundrum that’s bothered me all evening. 
 
    Before Christophe’s words sunk their teeth into my head, I thought I knew. But now I’m not so sure. Refilling the glass, I drink back the contents and decide to have another go at raking through the mess. I don’t know why I bother. My brain can barely function now, and before long I’m pitching wildly from one possibility to another. 
 
    So maybe he does have a room at his brother’s club. And maybe he parks out of sight. 
 
    ‘But that doesn’t necessarily mean he’s X.’ 
 
    In fact, if his reaction to my challenge is anything to go by, he’s definitely not. So if that’s the case – and he hasn’t been acting – then all is well with the world...I think. 
 
    ‘But what if he is X?’ 
 
    I frown, realising I’m sinking into a maelstrom of confusion. Because if he is X, then he knew exactly who I was when he made his mad proposition. And there’s no doubt about it: that’s several stops the other side of wrong. And worse still, if Christophe is telling the truth, then this must be part of some fucked-up, manipulative mind game. Which can only mean one thing: the real Max Delaney – the current object of my desires – is nothing less than a twisted monster. 
 
    ‘Unless he’s not.’ 
 
    And he’s landed himself in as big a mess as me... 
 
    ‘Oh fuck it.’ With a dramatic sigh and a scowl, I realise I’m getting nowhere. Yet again, I’ve managed to tangle myself in knots, and I might as well just give up for the night. 
 
    Glass in hand, I stagger away from the sink, scrabble through my handbag for my mobile and veer back out into the hall. Slipping the phone into my bra, I cling on to the handrail for dear life and climb up one careful step at a time, before heading straight into my bedroom. Switching on the bedside lamp, I turn to aim for the chest of drawers...and reel to a halt. 
 
    I blink, scan the scene once, twice. 
 
    Fear pricks at the back of my neck. 
 
    I’m absolutely certain I didn’t leave it that way – the top drawer – half-open. Holding my breath, I take a nervous step forward and peer inside. And fear pricks again. Usually rolled up and neatly colour-coded, my knickers have been disturbed, unrolled and thrown carelessly back inside. 
 
    Releasing the breath, I will my knees not to buckle and scan the scene again. A red bra draped over the left-hand side of the mirror. Something I’d never do. My eyes flicker to the right-hand side, where my necklace always hangs – a cheap little silver heart, a present from my mother. 
 
    It’s gone. 
 
    Time falters. I look into the mirror, past my own pale reflection, to where the shadows shift and merge. Someone’s been in my house. And they might still be here now, right here in this room. The exact moment I realise the danger, my shoulders stiffen, goose bumps rise on my skin and senses switch to high alert. With a thundering heart and flailing lungs, I do my best to block out the thumping pulse in my brain and focus on other sounds – a car passing by outside, a distant shout from the high street. And slowly, very slowly, I turn my face to the doorway. 
 
    That’s when I hear it – the arthritic creak of wood. 
 
    It’s enough to trigger an overdose of adrenaline, an instinctive flurry of mindless action. Dropping the glass, I hurl myself back out to the hall and virtually dive into the bathroom. I slam the door behind me and bolt it, before collapsing in a pathetic heap next to the sink. 
 
    I have no idea how long I spend cowering in the dark, fixated on the thin strip of light at the base of the door. It’s not until I shift a little that I finally recall there’s something stuffed into my bra. 
 
    ‘Oh, thank God.’ 
 
    I pull out the mobile, fumble desperately with it, try to focus through the panic. Logic should tell me to call the police, but logic seems to have taken a hike. Caught in a whirlpool of panic, I call Marnie instead, giving her no time to speak as I blurt it all out. 
 
    ‘You’ve got to come over. Someone’s been in my house and I think they’re still here. You’ve got to come. I’m fucking terrified.’ 
 
    ‘Ella, just calm down a minute.’ 
 
    I swallow hard and blink...because that was a man’s voice. 
 
    ‘Marnie?’ I ask, stupidly. 
 
    ‘Max,’ he answers. 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    In shock, I hold the phone away from my ear and check the screen. Max. Right next to Marnie on my contacts list. Shit. Thanks to alcohol and terror, I’ve called him by mistake. 
 
    I thrust the phone back to my ear. ‘It’s okay,’ I tell him. ‘I didn’t mean to call you. It’s alright...’ 
 
    ‘It’s not alright,’ he cuts in. ‘Where are you?’ 
 
    ‘In my house.’ Hysteria sets in again. My throat constricts and I begin to sob. 
 
    ‘Where in your house?’ he demands, his voice calm but commanding. 
 
    ‘The bathroom. I’m in the bathroom. I’ve locked myself in.’ 
 
    ‘Good. Have you called the police?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘For fuck’s sake, Ella. Hang up and call them. I’m on my way.’ 
 
    As he speaks, I hear footsteps. He’s already moving, and so is my brain. 
 
    ‘But you’re in Cornwall.’ 
 
    ‘No, I’m not. Hang up now.’ 
 
    ‘The wedding...’ 
 
    ‘I left early.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘It’s not important. Hang up. Call the police. And stay exactly where you are. I’ll be there in five.’ 
 
    The phone goes dead...and I’m alone again, listening for the slightest noise and staring at the lock. It’s so small. So pathetic. If there is an intruder out there, and they’re determined to get to me, it’s never going to keep them out. Another creak stokes the panic and within seconds I’ve shuffled out from my hiding place, wedged my back against the toilet, straightened my legs and braced them against the door. Ready to defend myself, I suck in a few deep breaths and finally do the right thing. With quivering fingers, I tap in 999. 
 
    The next few minutes flit past in a blur, but somehow I manage to explain the situation and give my address. The voice at the other end of the line has just enough time to reassure me there’s a car on the way when I’m startled by the sound of the doorbell. 
 
    ‘Thank fuck.’ I drop the phone and spring to my feet. 
 
    Wrenching back the bolt, and then the door, I hurtle downstairs, almost tripping over my own feet in the process. The next thing I know, I’m out on the doorstep, drinking in the night air, held firmly in Max’s arms. 
 
    Completely overwhelmed, I burst into tears. 
 
    ‘Inside,’ he urges. 
 
    I glance back down the hallway. ‘But what if they’re still here?’ 
 
    ‘They won’t stand a chance. Did you call the police?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Good.’ 
 
    Releasing me, he takes me by the hand and manoeuvres me through the lounge into the kitchen. It’s only when I come to a halt that I realise we’re not alone. We’ve been followed by a burly muscle-man who’s now lurking by the archway. 
 
    ‘Take a look round, Chesty,’ Max orders. ‘And don’t touch anything.’ 
 
    With a nod, the big man disappears into the hall. 
 
    ‘You’re shaking,’ Max says, moving a strand of hair from my face. 
 
    I’m drawn in for a second embrace – cocooned in his strength and warmth – and I give way to tears again, sobbing into his chest for a good couple of minutes before I manage to calm down. And when I finally do, I realise I’m thinking of X again – his strength and his warmth – because this all feels far too familiar. It’s enough to usher Christophe’s words back into my head: ‘… no conscience...no feelings...a master at the art of manipulation.’ With immediate effect, I stiffen in Max’s arms. 
 
    ‘What’s the matter?’ he asks. 
 
    It’s not the time to discuss my doubts, and I’m certainly not about to tell him I’m currently wondering if I’ve just been rescued by a psychopathic saviour. Instead, I opt for an obvious excuse. 
 
    ‘It’s just shock...I think.’ 
 
    He draws back and studies my face, and it’s clear he’s sensed the change. ‘So tell me what happened.’ 
 
    I swallow a sob. ‘I got home and went upstairs. I didn’t see anyone, but someone’s been here. In my bedroom. They’ve gone through my underwear...and they’ve taken a necklace...’ 
 
    He cups my cheeks in his hands. ‘You’re safe now.’ 
 
    Safe? With Max? I’m not so sure about that. 
 
    ‘I could do with a coffee,’ I tell him, resolving to get some physical distance from this man. 
 
    He studies me for a few seconds more before finally releasing me. As soon as he moves away, I sigh with relief. 
 
    ‘Where did you go tonight?’ he asks, rummaging through a cupboard. 
 
    ‘Out. With Marnie and Christophe.’ 
 
    ‘Christophe?’ Mugs located, he rummages again. ‘Was it planned?’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Was it a last-minute thing, or was it planned?’ 
 
    ‘Last-minute. Marnie called me this afternoon. It was...a stupid party on a boat with Christophe’s friends.’ 
 
    ‘His idea, or hers?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t really know.’ I blink a few times, realising I have no idea whether it was Marnie’s idea, or whether Christophe planted it in her head. ‘Why do you ask?’ 
 
    He turns, wielding a jar of coffee, about to say something when he’s distracted by Chesty’s return. 
 
    ‘All secure upstairs,’ a gruff voice announces. ‘I’ll check the ground floor then wait outside.’ 
 
    ‘Fine. We’ll get out of your way.’ Dumping the jar on the table, Max guides me through to the lounge, settles me on the sofa and watches in silence as Chesty makes a start on his investigation. 
 
    After a quick recce of the living room, he heads for the kitchen, homing straight in on the back door. ‘Locked,’ he mutters, examining the bolt. He turns his attention to the window to the right. Pulling back the curtains, he’s quiet for a few seconds. ‘This window’s open,’ he says, moving back to allow us a view. 
 
    I do my best to focus but from this distance, it’s hopeless. ‘It can’t be. I didn’t open it.’ 
 
    ‘Well, someone did.’ 
 
    Vaguely aware of Max joining Chesty, I let my eyes lose focus. And while the two men talk between themselves in the kitchen, I’m drifting away into a reverie, wishing that life could be simple again, that there were no shadows... 
 
    ‘Are you sure you didn’t open the window?’ Max asks, lowering himself back onto the sofa. 
 
    I snap back to full consciousness. ‘It hasn’t been opened for weeks. Anyway, I checked it. I always check before I go out.’ 
 
    He nods. ‘They might have used the window to escape. But if they didn’t get in through it, they must have used a door, and there’s no sign of force on either of them.’ A hand moves to my shoulder and gives me a gentle squeeze. ‘Has anybody got a key?’ 
 
    ‘Marnie. But she was with me...and she wouldn’t do this.’ 
 
    ‘Anybody else?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure?’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    ‘And you’re absolutely sure you didn’t leave that window open?’ He points to the kitchen. 
 
    ‘Absolutely.’ I shake my head. ‘I don’t get why they’d come in through a door and go out through the window. It doesn’t make sense.’ 
 
    ‘To freak you out perhaps. The same reason they messed with your underwear.’ 
 
    The sound of a siren puts an end to any further discussion. After Chesty answers the door, we’re quickly joined by a gaggle of police officers, and then I’m aware of very little. Sinking deeper into a stupor of disbelief, I curl up on the sofa, half-listening to intermittent conversation, the crackle of police radios, floorboards creaking overhead. At some point, I’m forced to rally my thoughts and stammer out a statement. It’s only then I realise Max hasn’t left my side. He stays with me until it’s finally time for the police to leave, joining Chesty in the hall to see them off. I hear the front door open and shut, watch Max return alone. With a concerned glance in my direction, he heads straight to the kitchen and flicks on the kettle. 
 
    I drop my head into my hands. Breathe deeply. Will my brain back to life. 
 
    ‘Here.’ 
 
    I find a mug in front of me. 
 
    ‘I finally got round to making that coffee.’ 
 
    With a shaking hand, I take it from him. 
 
    ‘How are you feeling now?’ He places his own mug on the coffee table and sits down. 
 
    ‘A bit wobbly,’ I whisper, resolving not to tell the truth: that I’m glad he came but I’m suffering from an attack of full-on paranoia...that in actual fact, I haven’t got a clue who’s sitting next to me. 
 
    ‘Not surprising.’ 
 
    And in spite of everything, I should remember my manners. ‘Thank you...for being here.’ 
 
    ‘No problem.’ 
 
    ‘But you can go now. You’ve wasted enough time.’ 
 
    He shakes his head. ‘I told the police I wouldn’t leave you.’ He glances round. ‘You should come back to my place.’ 
 
    For the second time tonight, panic sparks. ‘No. I’ll get Marnie to come over.’ Which is a ridiculous idea, and I know it. The last I saw of Marnie, she could barely string a sentence together. She’ll be fast asleep now, completely dead to the world. 
 
    ‘Is she as pissed as you?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not pissed.’ 
 
    ‘And that isn’t a coffee.’ He nods at the mug. ‘Drink it.’ 
 
    Taking a few slow sips, I do as I’m told. ‘This is getting to be a habit. You ordering me to drink stuff.’ 
 
    ‘Needs must. Now back to the subject of Marnie. I’m willing to bet she’s in no fit state to look after you...’ 
 
    ‘I’m not staying at yours.’ 
 
    ‘Fair enough. I’ll sleep here then.’ 
 
    The panic burgeons. ‘No. You can’t do that.’ 
 
    ‘Better call your boyfriend then.’ 
 
    Boyfriend? What fucking boyfriend? ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’ 
 
    God knows how I think of an excuse. ‘He’s abroad at the minute. I don’t want him worrying.’ 
 
    Max picks up his mug. ‘And when does he get back?’ 
 
    ‘Next week.’ 
 
    ‘That settles it. I’m staying overnight.’ 
 
    While he drinks his coffee, I fumble for an excuse. 
 
    ‘There’s no spare bed,’ I lie. 
 
    ‘I’ll be alright on the sofa.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t...’ 
 
    ‘It’s happening. And that’s that.’ 
 
    He locks eyes with me, and although I see nothing but concern in his features, the paranoia’s well and truly done its job – stirring up a fuss in my half-sozzled brain and leaving me to wonder if I’m witnessing the first signs of control. 
 
    ‘Whoever got in here tonight, they might be back.’ He puts down his mug. ‘And I’m not leaving you at risk. You’ll have me right here, and Chesty outside. He’ll go home when the surveillance arrives.’ 
 
    My ears prick to attention. ‘Surveillance?’ 
 
    ‘I’m having this place watched, starting tonight. And there’ll be someone round tomorrow morning to change the locks.’ 
 
    Washed through with fatigue, all I can manage is one last pathetic objection. ‘I don’t want you knowing my movements.’ 
 
    ‘You think I’m using this to monitor you?’ 
 
    ‘To stalk me,’ I counter, suddenly embarrassed by my own thoughts, and fully expecting an angry denial. 
 
    ‘That’s not my style, Ella,’ he smiles. ‘I’m not having you followed. I’m just making sure you’re safe when you’re at home.’ His eyes flicker. ‘You know how I feel about you.’ And flicker again. ‘Why do you think I came back from Cornwall early?’ 
 
    For no decent reason, my heart rate speeds up and I flush through with warmth. ‘For me?’ 
 
    ‘Because of you.’ The smile deepens. ‘I can’t stop thinking about you, Miss Fairbrother. You know, it’s not exactly enjoyable attending a wedding celebration, surrounded by loved-up couples when you’re...you know.’ He takes my hand in his and gently traces a thumb across my palm. ‘But I get it. You don’t trust me.’ 
 
    Or do I? 
 
    I’m pretty sure those aren’t the eyes of someone with no feeling; and absolutely certain that’s not the smile of man who’s never known emotion. With an almost imperceptible movement, the swingometer of doubt inches back towards Christophe’s name. 
 
    ‘It’s difficult,’ I say. ‘I want to trust you, but I don’t know what to believe.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not surprised, but we’ll talk tomorrow...when you’re in a better frame of mind.’ He takes in a breath. ‘Is there a lock on your bedroom door?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Then use it...if it makes you feel any better. And take your mobile with you.’ He pats the sofa again. ‘I’ll be right here, if you need me.’ 
 
    All of which is reassuring. But there’s one thing I can’t sleep on, one irritating itch I need to scratch. Nervously, I force out the words. ‘There’s something I need to know tonight.’ 
 
    ‘Fire away.’ 
 
    So, here we go. 
 
    ‘Your brother’s place...You’ve got a room there.’ 
 
    The smile disappears. ‘I suppose Christophe told you that.’ 
 
    ‘And now you’re going to tell me he’s lying.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    Another flat-out, unexpected admission. Bewildered, I hold his gaze, struggling to work out what’s going on behind those eyes. And it looks like he’s doing the same, studying me closely as if he’s trying to pierce deep into my soul. 
 
    ‘I keep a room there because it’s handy. Somewhere to stay when I’ve had too many with Seb.’ 
 
    But I’m not accepting that. ‘I don’t believe you, Max. People use those rooms for one reason – meaningless sex.’ 
 
    He nods slowly, takes a long, unsteady breath. ‘You’re right,’ he says. ‘And that’s what I used it for in the past.’ 
 
    ‘But...I thought you were a prude.’ 
 
    ‘Seb said that. Not me.’ The smile creeps back onto his face. ‘Incredible, isn’t it? Max Delaney enjoys sex. He just seems to have gone off the meaningless variety.’ He blinks a few times. ‘It’s a long time since I used it for that.’ 
 
    The obvious question hovers on my tongue, but a scrap of sense halts me in my tracks. Thank goodness I’ve managed to sober up a little. This is something best pursued without the help of alcohol. 
 
    ‘You’re a riddle,’ I murmur, knowing my lips are curling into a smile of my own. 
 
    ‘Wrapped up in a mystery,’ he laughs quietly. ‘Inside an enigma.’ 
 
    ‘Something like that.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe we should get down to some serious unwrapping?’ His eyes flash with mischief. ‘Can I suggest over dinner?’ 
 
    It’s enough to oust all my worries, in one fell swoop. 
 
    ‘Do you ever give up?’ I ask. 
 
    ‘When it’s worth the effort? Never.’ 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    I’m up early the next morning, nursing a dry mouth and a sore head. After brushing my teeth, I creep downstairs and survey the living room. With the curtains still closed, it’s gloomy, but my eyes quickly readjust and I’m relieved to find him fast asleep on the sofa. Still fully dressed and sprawled out on his back, his left arm is draped above his head, his right arm dangling to the floor, a finger touching the mobile he must have dropped there last night. I waver for a moment, ploughing back through the evening’s confusion and wondering yet again who the hell to believe: a man I hardly know and can barely stand; or a man who has some sort of strange, magnetic grip on me. 
 
    There’s only one way to put an end to this, I tell myself. I shuffle forwards, kneel on the rug and inspect his face. Currently free of care and totally at peace, it’s oblivious to the world...and this is an opportunity I need to grab. Before I know it, I’m staring at his right wrist, wondering if I could just move that sleeve a little. After all, it wouldn’t be too difficult: the cuffs are unfastened. And then I’ll be able to check for the tattoo, satisfy my curiosity for once and for all... 
 
    Carefully – and with my heart well and truly in my mouth – I take hold of the sleeve, shift it slightly, and check his face. 
 
    ‘Oh.’ My stomach lurches. His eyes are open now, and he’s looking at me. 
 
    ‘What are you up to?’ he asks with a squint. 
 
    ‘Nothing,’ I squeak, pulling back. 
 
    ‘Seems like you’re trying to undress me in my sleep.’ Bleary-eyed, he pushes himself up. ‘Should I be worried? Are you some sort of pervert?’ 
 
    ‘No. I...er...just thought you looked uncomfortable.’ 
 
    ‘And you thought adjusting my shirt might help?’ 
 
    Incapable of landing on a decent answer, I simply shrug. If there’s no tattoo on that forearm, then he must think I’m completely nuts by now. 
 
    ‘You didn’t need to stay the night,’ I say, desperate to swing the conversation onto another path. 
 
    ‘We went through that.’ He runs a hand through gloriously dishevelled hair, and yawns. And then he gives me the warmest smile I’ve ever seen. ‘Any chance of a cup of tea?’ 
 
    ‘Tea?’ A rush of blood through my veins. ‘Of course.’ 
 
    I push myself to my feet, suddenly self-conscious because I’m still in my pyjamas, with no bra underneath. Why on earth didn’t I put on a dressing gown? God, I’m a mess. But it’s too late now to scoot back upstairs and correct an embarrassing situation. Deciding I’ll just have to brazen it out, I shamble off to the kitchen, fill the kettle and switch it on. It’s while I’m washing out the mugs I realise I’ve been an ungrateful cow. Abandoning the mugs, I return to the living room to find him on his feet, opening the curtains. 
 
    ‘Thank you,’ I tell him. ‘I should have said that. Thank you for staying.’ 
 
    He turns and gives me a knowing smile. ‘You did say it...last night. And it was no problem.’ 
 
    Another rush of blood. And now that warmth is back in my breast, and it’s growing by the second. Flushing with embarrassment, I scurry back to the kitchen and rummage about for the teapot, eventually locating it in the depths of the plate cupboard. With the tea prepared, I set the pot on the table alongside the mugs, a carton of milk and a half-read manuscript. When I return to the living room, he’s in front of the book case, holding a picture of me – a school photograph, aged seven, with the obligatory missing teeth. 
 
    ‘Pigtails suit you,’ he says. 
 
    I slope over to his side and cringe. ‘Maybe I’ll go back to them. That necklace.’ I touch the glass. ‘It’s the one they stole. Not worth anything. Just sentimental value. Mum gave it to me.’ 
 
    ‘Then it’s priceless.’ 
 
    He puts down the photo and picks up another. 
 
    ‘Mum,’ I explain. Younger and happier, not yet in the grips of alcohol. 
 
    ‘She was beautiful. You look like her.’ He replaces the picture reverently, as if it’s some sort of priceless artefact. And then he gazes at it, evidently lost in thought. 
 
    ‘What’s on your mind?’ I ask. 
 
    ‘Doesn’t matter.’ 
 
    ‘Go on.’ 
 
    Focussing back on me, he hesitates. ‘I’m just wondering what made her drink.’ 
 
    ‘Dad left,’ I admit. ‘It broke her heart.’ 
 
    And then I shake my head, because I have no idea why I just told him that. A few days ago, I would have bitten his head off for asking such a personal question. But something’s changed between us – something that’s left me in the company of a quiet need to let him in. 
 
    ‘Be wary, for God’s sake!’ From the depths of my brain, a lone, rational voice doles out its advice. ‘You still don’t know what’s going on here.’ 
 
    He scans the other photos. ‘No picture of your father?’ 
 
    ‘He doesn’t deserve one.’ 
 
    He cocks his head, silently asking for more. 
 
    And I oblige. After all, what harm can it do? 
 
    ‘He had an affair. They split up when I was four. When he left, he moved straight in with the other woman. That’s when Mum started drinking.’ I shrug. ‘I suppose it’s not easy...when you think you’re in love with someone, when you think you know them inside out...and they turn out to be a stranger.’ 
 
    His lips twitch a little. 
 
    ‘After they split, I only ever saw him a handful of times. He was always too busy with his work. He managed some fairly big bands back in the nineties. A flashy lifestyle was always more important to him than I was.’ I pause. And then I dismiss my own advice, and go too far. ‘I could never understand why he abandoned us. I hated him for a bit, and then I just gave up caring. I had enough to deal with looking after Mum.’ 
 
    ‘On your own?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ Bugger it. This is ultra-personal territory. And with Max’s gentle prompting, I go further. ‘I didn’t really understand what was going on,’ I explain. ‘Not when I was younger. I suppose I was always in bed by the time she got really pissed. And she could still function back then, still look after me. But as I got older, it got worse. She’d drink earlier in the day...eventually in the morning. And then she went to pieces. The flat was a mess. The washing never got done. I used to tidy up as best I could, and I learned how to use the washing machine. By the time I was in secondary school, dinners were always weird, or burnt, or non-existent...So I started nicking money from her purse, just for a bit of shopping. I had no choice. I had to learn how to cook. But then it got worse again. She lost one job after another, eventually ended up on benefits. There was never much money in her purse after that...’ My story fizzles out, which is just as well: even telling it in potted form exhausts me. 
 
    ‘Idiot!’ Out of nowhere, the rational voice returns. ‘You’ve just said way too much. If Christophe’s right...’ 
 
    ‘Oh fuck that,’ I mutter under my breath, realising I’ve had enough of pointless inner debate. If I’ve said too much, it was all down to instinct. And at this point, I’d much rather go with instinct than reason. Because saying too much – to Max, in particular – has somehow lifted a weight. 
 
    ‘It’s a miracle you did so well at school,’ he says. 
 
    I look up at him. ‘School was my escape.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve seen your grades. You could have gone to Oxford or Cambridge.’ 
 
    ‘I had to choose somewhere close. Had to live at home. Couldn’t leave her. I only moved out when I inherited this place. And even then, it didn’t get any easier.’ 
 
    I won’t give him the details. The endless phone calls – desperate, slurred pleas for money. The times I had to dash over to her flat, heave her up from the floor and clean away the vomit. 
 
    ‘Did she never get any help?’ 
 
    ‘A couple of times, but it never worked for long. She always hit the bottle again. Finally, I just accepted she was going to be like that forever. She was never going to change.’ Quickly, I wipe away a tear. And then, I’m speaking the absolute truth. ‘I loved her, but she was a burden. And now she’s gone...I miss her.’ 
 
    He’s listened to it all. Patiently. Intently. Utterly serious. And now he senses it’s time for support. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry. It hurts. I know.’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ Because he lost his own mother when he was young. 
 
    He seems to think, then reaches into the back pocket of his jeans and pulls out a wallet. He produces a photograph – a little old, a little tattered – and hands it to me. 
 
    ‘My mother,’ he states. ‘She had her own problems with alcohol. The booze didn’t kill her, but it certainly didn’t help.’ 
 
    I study the photo. A woman in her thirties. Stunningly beautiful. Eyes touched by a hint of desperation. When I focus back on Max, I can’t help but falter, momentarily stunned by an expression that’s tinged with sadness but completely open...and genuinely begging for a little understanding. In reward for my story, I’ve just been gifted something in return – the slightest of peeks into his world – and I know he wants to give me more. 
 
    I hand him back the photograph. ‘Thank you.’ 
 
    ‘You’re welcome.’ 
 
    I watch him return the photo to its hiding place, and finally evict the last few scraps of paranoia from my brain. I have all the evidence I need to form my own opinion about this man. It’s all right there in his face. He may well keep a room at the club – and we’ll broach that subject when I’m good and ready – but there’s no way Max Delaney is some cold-hearted master of manipulation. 
 
    ‘So,’ he says breezily. ‘I’d better check on progress.’ He leans down to retrieve his mobile and reads through a long text. ‘Good.’ He glances out of the window. ‘There’s a grey Audi outside. It’s your security. There’ll be two men watching the house at all times.’ He slips the phone into his back pocket. ‘And the locksmith won’t be long.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you...for sorting it out.’ 
 
    ‘Had to be done.’ He smiles again. 
 
    And I’m seriously at risk of just flinging myself into his arms. But that will never do. ‘Enough heavy shit,’ I announce, scuttling back to the kitchen. ‘It’s time for that tea.’ 
 
    It’s a minute or so before he joins me, taking a seat at the table and scanning the room as if he’s trying to discover every last detail about my life. Heaven knows what he’ll glean from a motley collection of worn-out cabinets and dodgy appliances. But at least the unwashed pans and empty wine bottles have long-since disappeared. 
 
    ‘It’s a bit retro,’ I apologise. 
 
    ‘I think it’s what you call character.’ He picks up the pot and motions to a mug. 
 
    ‘No sugar. A spot of milk.’ 
 
    ‘What a coincidence. Just the way I like it.’ 
 
    ‘Thank God for that.’ I take my seat opposite. ‘Because I have to inform you of something, Mr Delaney. I haven’t actually got any sugar.’ 
 
    ‘No point popping round for a cupful then.’ He pours the tea, adds milk, and slides a mug towards me. ‘What’s this?’ Taking a sip from his own mug, he draws the manuscript to himself. 
 
    ‘A new author. I’ve just signed her.’ I watch him turn to the first page. ‘Romantic comedy. Really original. I’m just making some structural notes on it.’ 
 
    While he sets about reading, I make a start on my tea. He chuckles, and so do I. And that warmth in my breast? It spreads right through my body. 
 
    ‘Mmm. Good so far.’ He closes the manuscript. ‘I’ll have to read the rest when I’ve got time.’ 
 
    ‘But it’s romance...’ 
 
    ‘So what? I might pick up some tips.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, come off it, Max. You must be a grand master.’ 
 
    ‘Quite the reverse.’ Pressing his lips together, he shakes his head. ‘In fact, what I know about romance and love, you could fit on the back of a stamp.’ 
 
    ‘Really? You’ve never been in love?’ 
 
    ‘Never.’ 
 
    ‘But...I thought there was a girlfriend...’ I silence myself. Damn and blast this mouth of mine: it’s really running away with itself this morning. And now, he’s frowning at me. ‘The one who left you for Christophe,’ I elaborate. 
 
    ‘Oh, I see. That one.’ He takes another sip of tea. ‘I assume you’ve been told Christophe’s favourite little story.’ He doesn’t wait for an answer. ‘Whatever he’s told you, it’s bollocks. The truth is I dated her for a while just to see where it went. She decided she liked Christophe more, so it didn’t go anywhere. No big deal. I wasn’t even close to falling for her.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t hate him for it?’ 
 
    ‘Hate?’ His brow furrows. ‘That’s a pretty strong word. I don’t hate Christophe. I just don’t trust him.’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’ 
 
    ‘It’s difficult to explain.’ He looks at his tea. ‘So, what else did he say about me last night?’ 
 
    He waits. And I dither. 
 
    ‘Quid pro quo, Ella,’ he grins. ‘I told you about the girlfriend.’ 
 
    ‘So we’re trading confidences?’ 
 
    ‘Something like that. Whatever you tell me, I’ll keep to myself.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure you will.’ Which is why I choose to pass on Christophe’s tittle-tattle. ‘Well...’ Watching him lift his mug, I bite my lip. ‘For a start, he’s convinced you’re a psychopath.’ 
 
    He chokes on his tea, erupts into a fit of coughing and finally laughs. 
 
    And I feel like a complete idiot. Why on earth did I ever entertain such a ridiculous idea? ‘I know. It’s daft, isn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘Absolutely.’ Clearly bamboozled, he stares over my shoulder. ‘That’s just desperate.’ 
 
    ‘But that’s what you’d say if you were a psychopath.’ 
 
    His eyes return to mine. ‘I can’t win then, can I?’ 
 
    ‘Not really, because according to Christophe, you’re also a bloody good actor.’ 
 
    ‘How do I prove I’m not?’ 
 
    ‘You can’t.’ 
 
    ‘So I’m stuffed?’ 
 
    ‘Looks like it. But it shouldn’t really bother you, seeing as you don’t have any feelings.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what Christophe said?’ 
 
    ‘It is.’ 
 
    ‘He’s wrong. Because I do have feelings. And right now, you’re hurting them.’ 
 
    ‘I’m very sorry...but you could be lying.’ 
 
    ‘It is possible.’ 
 
    ‘Because you’re also manipulative and controlling.’ 
 
    ‘Aren’t we all?’ He tips his head. ‘Just a little bit?’ 
 
    ‘Well...’ 
 
    ‘There you go.’ 
 
    Completely at ease now, I give him a broad smile. Fears allayed and suspicions exiled, I’m opening up, inviting him in. And it feels so right. 
 
    He takes another mouthful of tea. ‘You do realise Christophe’s been filling your head with crap?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ And now the fog’s clearing, I’d love to know why, but this isn’t the time to ask. 
 
    ‘So the question is: how do we put it right?’ 
 
    ‘Not sure.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve got an idea.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose it involves dinner.’ 
 
    ‘For a start...boyfriend permitting.’ Leaning forward, he puts down his mug and wraps his hands around it. ‘I’d say you need to spend some time with me, observing, weighing up the evidence first-hand, coming to your own conclusions.’ 
 
    ‘Making notes?’ 
 
    ‘If you like.’ 
 
    ‘I’d need a clipboard.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll get you one.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds like a plan.’ 
 
    ‘It does, doesn’t it?’ He sits back. ‘You wouldn’t have said that a few days ago. You would have told me to fuck off.’ 
 
    And more... 
 
    ‘Baby steps,’ I tell him. 
 
    His eyes glint with happiness. ‘I think someone’s changing their mind.’ 
 
    ‘Possibly.’ 
 
    ‘So, my mission?’ 
 
    ‘To force me to want to work for you?’ 
 
    ‘Any success yet?’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps. I mean, I don’t think I hate you any more.’ No. I’m way beyond that. 
 
    ‘That is progress.’ 
 
    And this is wonderful, sharing a morning cup of tea with someone who never fails to turn me on, indulging in a little silliness, never once worrying when silence descends. I could seriously get used to it. If only I could crack him open, take a good look inside, be absolutely sure I know every last nook and cranny. 
 
    ‘You’re still a puzzle,’ I murmur. 
 
    ‘I don’t mean to be. It’s not intentional. It’s just that...things are a bit complicated at the moment.’ 
 
    ‘How?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t explain.’ 
 
    ‘Of course not.’ 
 
    ‘We’d need an NDA.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a joke, right?’ 
 
    ‘I wish.’ 
 
    ‘So you don’t trust me, either?’ 
 
    ‘It not that simple.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not the kiss and tell type.’ 
 
    ‘Kiss?’ He glances at my mouth, gives me a quizzical smile. ‘I’m sure you’re not.’ His hand slips away from the mug. He taps the table with his index finger. 
 
    ‘That’s annoying.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry. Habit.’ The finger comes to a halt. His eyes return to mine. 
 
    I have no idea how long we spend gazing at each other, because time no longer means anything. All I know is I’m marooned in those irises, cut off from the outside world and lazily trying to pin down the exact moment it happened: when that shadowy force lurking in the coat-tails finally executed its plan. Shaking myself from the dream, I realise it doesn’t actually matter when the damage was done...because it’s too late now. 
 
    ‘That boyfriend.’ My heart races. ‘I think it might be over.’ Whether it’s you or not, I’d like to add. Because I’m falling for you, Mr Delaney. Falling hard and fast. And whatever you’ve been up to, I need this situation to move on. 
 
    ‘Really? Why?’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t going anywhere.’ I hesitate. What to say next? I want him to own up – if there’s anything to own up to – but how do I send the message? ‘Too much deception. No basis for a relationship.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ He looks down at his mug. ‘It’s not.’ The finger taps again. 
 
    And it’s obvious I’ve just said something wrong – because in the space of a few seconds, the carefree, light-hearted Max retreats behind his shield. 
 
    ‘You okay?’ I ask. 
 
    ‘Yep. Fine.’ 
 
    But he’s not. And I’m flummoxed by the switch. Okay, so I mentioned the word ‘relationship’, and that might be a little quick for him. But then again, I distinctly recall him telling me he wanted more than just sex, so perhaps he’s going too fast for himself. I haven’t got a clue what’s happening behind the façade, but it seems there’s a distinct possibility he’s changing his mind – and it’s a possibility that chills my soul. 
 
    I’m descending into a mire of panic when his mobile rings. 
 
    Pulling it from his pocket, he examines the screen. ‘Seb.’ Abruptly, he gets to his feet, wanders into the living room and answers the call. With his back to me, he listens in silence before speaking again. ‘Okay. I’m on my way.’ He ends the conversation and returns to the kitchen. ‘I’m sorry,’ he says, clearly preoccupied. ‘I need to go. There’s something...’ He drifts for a few moments, frowning into the shadows. 
 
    ‘I understand. Things to do.’ Desperate to bring him back to me, I stand up. ‘Thank you for last night. I’ve seen another side to you. Maybe we could see each other again...whenever you’re ready.’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ His lips curve upwards, but there’s no joy in his expression, only emptiness. ‘I’d like that.’ 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    I manage to squeeze in a quick shower before the locksmith arrives. An hour or so later – with the locks changed front and back – I’m paid a visit by the head of my new security detail, given a contact number and reassured I’m ‘as safe as houses’. It’s almost midday when I finally settle down for a quick sandwich at the kitchen table and make a start on the manuscript. But it doesn’t take long for concentration to wander and I’m soon brooding over the change in Max, and the words that caused it. 
 
    Too much deception. No basis for a relationship. 
 
    With the space and time to think it over properly, I’m not entirely sure I jumped to the right conclusion this morning. And now I’m wondering if he didn’t back off at the mention of a relationship...if it was the word ‘deception’ that freaked him out. Staring blankly at the teapot, I realise it makes more sense – if he is, in fact, X – because then he’s been deceiving me. 
 
    ‘Oh my God,’ I breathe, blithely dismissing the complete weirdness of the possibility, and wilfully ignoring every ramification. ‘He must be X.’ And I’m utterly turned on by the idea. Because if he is, then he’s a bloody wonderful lover, and I wouldn’t say no to more. 
 
    So, it’s just a case of forcing a full and frank disclosure. I reach for my mobile...and freeze. ‘But what if he’s not?’ If I challenge him, I’d have to explain the entire, embarrassing situation – blindfold and all. And if he’s innocent, I’m pretty sure he’ll go running for the hills. ‘Shit.’ And anyway, after that phone call, perhaps this isn’t the right time to lay the cards on the table. 
 
    ‘No.’ Not the right time at all. And never a good idea to force the issue. 
 
    Satisfied I’ve come to some sort of conclusion, I pick up the mobile. Max can tell me when he’s good and ready, if there’s anything to tell at all. And in the meantime, I’ll keep up the contact with a quick text. 
 
    Is everything okay? 
 
    A simple enough opener – not too needy – and guaranteed to prompt a reply. I make a fresh mug of tea and wait impatiently for the screen to light up. But it doesn’t. After ten minutes in limbo, I finally decide to stop behaving like a pathetic, lovelorn idiot, order my brain to stay focussed and return to the manuscript. But when the mobile eventually pings a good hour later, I can’t open the message quickly enough. 
 
    Everything’s fine. We’ll talk soon. 
 
    A little terse. It does nothing to reassure me. 
 
    ‘Fuck it,’ I mutter, reminding myself I can’t fret over this all day. 
 
    And so, nudging the mobile out of the way, I spend the next few hours in a haze of reading, note-making and tea-drinking. It’s only when the light begins to give up around six o’clock, that I realise I’m far too tired to carry on. Yawning, I get up, draw the curtains, switch on a couple of lamps...and find myself looking at the photo of Mum. 
 
    I suppose it’s inevitable that my thoughts turn to the hoard of treasures stored away upstairs; that my body begins to move towards the door. The next thing I know, I’m standing at the threshold of the smallest bedroom, flicking on the light and surveying the chaos: a single bed piled high with cardboard boxes; a selection of plastic bags overflowing with clothes; more boxes on the floor containing God knows what. 
 
    I kneel on the carpet and prize open the first box, uncovering a selection of Mum’s CDs in the process. Pulling out a handful, I examine the covers, set aside a Dusty Springfield compilation – one of her favourites. And then I move on to the next box, discovering a ramshackle collection of old calendars, photographs, post-cards, letters. Searching through it all, occasionally distracted by a fleeting memory, I come at last to a series of black, leather-bound diaries hidden at the bottom. With trembling fingers, I pick out the first one and flick through it, catching a word here and there but not really reading, just taking in the sight of her handwriting – slightly uneven, changing in style, almost illegible in places. 
 
    Then I turn my attention to the diaries still in the box. So many of them. The guardians of her most private moments, maybe the key to her suffering...and possibly an antidote to mine. I’m sorely tempted to read them, but I have no idea if that’s what she would have wanted. After all, if she’d known she was about to die, she might have destroyed these little books, consigning her trials and tribulations to oblivion. But then again, she might have left them, knowing it was the only way to explain herself. And boy, after everything she put me through, that’s the least she owes me... 
 
    Decision made, I take the CD and the diaries downstairs, slip the disc into the player and return to the kitchen. As I make another mug of tea, ‘I Only Want To Be With You’ kicks into life. 
 
    ‘How fucking fitting,’ I grumble, batting off all thoughts of Max. 
 
    By the time the tea’s ready, the CD’s moved on. With ‘I Just Don’t Know What To Do With Myself’ playing in the background, I sit back at the table, line up the diaries in year-order and take a deep breath. 
 
    I open the first one. 
 
    Written in 1995...the year Dad left. 
 
    And I read. 
 
    When I finally look up, it’s almost midnight. The CD’s been on repeat all evening, and I’ve heard it before, but her favourite song’s playing yet again: ‘I’m Going Back’ – a whimsical pledge to escape the troubles of adult life and return to the simplicity of childhood. I never understood why she listened to it so much...but now I do. 
 
    Because I’ve read them all – every single diary entry. And after ploughing back through the exhausting years of grief and guilt, retracing her path through an endless cycle of determination and disappointment, I’m beginning to see the truth. That she really did want to stop – for me, the daughter she loved beyond question – but the troubles of adulthood were too much for her. She never managed to find the strength. 
 
    Turning to the final entry – written a few months before her death – I take in a sharp breath at the sight of my name, blink in disbelief, read the message underneath. 
 
      
 
    Ella, 
 
      
 
    I’m so sorry for everything. I’ve always loved you more than anything. I just couldn’t be the mum you needed. Try to forgive me. Live your life to the fullest, and be the absolute star you were always meant to be. I love you. Mum. XXX. 
 
      
 
    ‘I love you too,’ I whisper, tears pricking at my eyes. ‘And I forgive you, Mum. I really do.’ 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Late next morning, I’m watching the world from my office window, sipping at a mug of coffee and silently congratulating myself on a productive few hours. It’s half eleven, and I’ve already reviewed the final proof for our latest release, talked to Sales about expanding distribution and called Pat for an update on her new book, receiving a well-deserved reprimand for my behaviour at the Ritz in the process. It’s only now, in the quiet stillness of a break, that my thoughts return to Max, niggling at the lack of contact, the possibility I might have driven him away. 
 
    Toying with the idea of a quick call, I glance at my office phone. I could give him an update on progress with the new distribution channels, thank him for his support, and maybe gauge his mood while I’m at it. ‘Go on,’ a voice urges. ‘It can’t do any harm.’ Temptation gets the upper hand and before I can fully think things through, I’m sliding my mug onto the desk, picking up the receiver and keying in his number. 
 
    His PA answers. ‘Mr Delaney’s office.’ 
 
    ‘Hi.’ My voice jitters. ‘I was...I was just wondering if I could speak to Max.’ 
 
    ‘I’m afraid he’s not in today.’ 
 
    ‘Not in?’ He’s never ‘not in’. 
 
    ‘Would you like to leave a message?’ 
 
    ‘No. No, no, no.’ I gulp. ‘It’s fine.’ I really should hang up now, but I’m desperate for information. ‘Do you know when he’ll be back?’ 
 
    ‘I’m afraid not.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. I’ll just...er...text him...perhaps.’ 
 
    There’s an ominous pause. 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t if I were you,’ she says at last. 
 
    ‘Okay.’ 
 
    As if it’s burning a hole in my hand, I slam down the receiver and wonder if I’ve just gone too far. I didn’t give a name, but these high-tech phones flash up extension numbers. It’s entirely possible she knew exactly who I was, that Max had forewarned her to fob me off. I’m descending into the realms of madness, and I know it. Thankfully, before I go any further, Marnie appears in my doorway. 
 
    ‘Yo,’ she beams, closing the door behind her. 
 
    ‘Hi. How’s it going?’ 
 
    ‘Cool.’ 
 
    Returning to my chair, I blank out all thoughts of that phone call and steel myself for what might be a difficult few minutes. So far – thanks to her busy work schedule and a long meeting – I’ve managed to avoid Marnie all morning. But now, there’s no more avoiding to be done. 
 
    ‘We’ve got some new covers,’ she says. ‘I reckon you’ll love them. Georgian ladies. Big wigs. Scanty clothes. I’ve jazzed up the blurbs, and we’ve got a nice idea for the launch strategy.’ 
 
    ‘Fantastic.’ 
 
    ‘So how were you yesterday?’ Slouching into the opposite seat, she slips her mobile onto my desk and yawns. ‘I was hanging.’ 
 
    ‘I wasn’t too bad.’ 
 
    Because I didn’t drink half as much as she did, and a dose of intruder-induced adrenaline is a sure-fire way to sober up. Thinking of which, and even though I’d rather not, it’s time to update her on Saturday night’s events. ‘Listen, I’ve got to tell you something.’ 
 
    ‘Go on.’ 
 
    ‘Someone broke into my house...while we were out.’ 
 
    ‘Oh my God.’ She sits up straight, a look of horror in her eyes. ‘Did you call the police?’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    ‘And?’ 
 
    ‘They took a statement, dusted for prints. The usual.’ 
 
    ‘Was anything taken?’ 
 
    ‘Just my necklace. That silver heart Mum gave me.’ 
 
    She frowns. ‘That’s weird.’ 
 
    ‘And they went through my underwear.’ 
 
    ‘Weirder.’ 
 
    ‘No sign of a break-in,’ I explain. ‘The window next to the back door was open. The police think I left it open, but I didn’t. It was closed, and the latch was on.’ I falter, edging closer to the crux of the matter. ‘Whoever did it, Marnie, I’m sure they let themselves in.’ I suck in a breath. ‘Have you still got my house key?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. I let myself in last week.’ 
 
    ‘I know, but do you have it now?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ Her voice lowers, slows a little. ‘It’s in my handbag...on my keyring.’ 
 
    ‘Could you check?’ 
 
    ‘No need. I saw it this morning. Why are you asking?’ Her eyes spark with indignation. ‘Oh, I get it.’ 
 
    ‘I just wondered if you’d lost it, that’s all.’ 
 
    ‘Lost it?’ she growls. ‘It’s on the fucking keyring.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t get upset. I just needed to ask.’ 
 
    ‘And if I had lost it, how would they know your address?’ 
 
    ‘I know, it’s...’ 
 
    ‘Ridiculous,’ she half spits. 
 
    ‘I know. I know.’ The situation’s already out of control. It’s time to calm things down. ‘I’m sorry. I don’t know why I asked. I’m exhausted. Not thinking straight.’ 
 
    ‘Too right you’re not. And why didn’t you call? You should have called me.’ 
 
    ‘I tried. I got Max by mistake.’ 
 
    ‘Max?’ Her eyes narrow. ‘By mistake?’ 
 
    ‘He’s next to you in my contacts. I was pissed, scared...’ And I wish I hadn’t volunteered that particular piece of information, because she clearly doesn’t believe me. ‘He came over...’ 
 
    ‘But he was in Cornwall.’ 
 
    ‘He came back early.’ Determined to head off any complaints. I press on quickly. ‘He was really good to me, Marnie. The police said I shouldn’t be left alone so he stayed over.’ 
 
    Her lips part. 
 
    ‘And don’t go getting any mad ideas in your head. He slept on the sofa.’ 
 
    She lets out a caustic laugh. 
 
    ‘He just wanted to make sure I’m safe. He did all the right things. He’s even got people watching the house.’ 
 
    ‘You’re kidding me.’ She gets to her feet. ‘You should be keeping that man at arm’s length. Didn’t you listen to a thing Christophe said?’ 
 
    ‘Of course I did...’ 
 
    ‘He’s got a room, Ella, at the club.’ 
 
    ‘You know about that?’ 
 
    ‘Of course I know. You do realise Max could be your mystery man?’ 
 
    More defensive by the second, I fix her with a hard glare. ‘And what if he is?’ 
 
    ‘Think about it.’ 
 
    ‘I have thought about it.’ 
 
    ‘Not deeply enough. If he is your Mr X, he’s obviously playing games.’ 
 
    ‘How?’ 
 
    ‘How?’ She blinks. ‘He’s fucking you senseless, taking exactly what he wants, admitting nothing.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe he can’t...’ 
 
    ‘Can’t?’ she demands loudly. ‘Is that what you really believe?’ 
 
    ‘It’s possible.’ 
 
    ‘And you think that’s romantic? Bloody hell, you’ve been reading too much trash.’ At which point, in a sickly-sweet voice dripping with mockery, she proceeds to improvise a quick synopsis. ‘By night, our sexy, good-looking hero fucks the heroine incognito...at a sex club. By day, he pursues her as his true self...’ 
 
    I open my mouth. She raises a hand to silence me. 
 
    ‘Meanwhile, even though she suspects this might be the fucked-up situation, our heroine actually goes and falls for the hero – because she’s a gullible twat.’ 
 
    ‘Marnie!’ 
 
    ‘Now, what’s the next bit? Oh yes, I know. It turns out our hero really wants to confess his sick, deviant behaviour to the heroine – because underneath it all, he’s actually a good guy.’ She rolls her eyes. ‘Although anyone with half a brain can see he’s a manipulative piece of shit. Anyway, he doesn’t confess because he can’t, because he’s just a little bit nervous it might put her off.’ 
 
    ‘Enough.’ 
 
    ‘Oh come off it, Ella. See sense.’ 
 
    I close my eyes, wishing Marnie would just fuck off and take sense with her. 
 
    ‘It’s twisted. That’s what it is,’ she grumbles. ‘And have you forgotten he’s your boss?’ 
 
    ‘Of course not.’ 
 
    ‘And he knew he was your boss that first time...’ 
 
    ‘If it was him.’ I open my eyes and stare at the snow globe. 
 
    ‘That’s gross misconduct on a fucking huge scale. Sexual fucking harassment.’ 
 
    That does it. In an instant, anger erupts. ‘I agreed to it,’ I shout. 
 
    Out in the hub, heads pop up. 
 
    ‘Without all the facts. Get your head out of your arse and see this for what it is.’ 
 
    ‘What it might be,’ I correct her. 
 
    She crosses her arms. There’s more to come. I brace myself for it. 
 
    ‘So someone breaks into your house,’ she says. ‘And hey presto, Max Delaney’s back in town.’ 
 
    ‘What the hell are you getting at now? You’re not saying he did it?’ 
 
    ‘Just suggesting.’ 
 
    ‘Oh right.’ Time for sarcasm. ‘I get it. He rigged up a break-in because he can see into the future, and he knew I’d call the wrong contact when I got home.’ 
 
    ‘Manna from Heaven,’ she smiles. ‘He knew you’d tell him, eventually. He just got to put his wicked plan into action a little bit earlier than expected.’ 
 
    ‘What wicked plan?’ 
 
    ‘To be your fake knight in shining armour. To get you swooning in his psychopathic arms.’ 
 
    ‘Stop it, Marnie.’ 
 
    ‘And now he’s got a nice excuse to watch your movements. God, he must be enjoying this.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Because that’s where he gets his kicks. Manipulation.’ She shakes her head. ‘He took that necklace because it’s a trophy. That’s what stalkers do, you know. Sexual predators.’ 
 
    ‘You’re reading too much into this.’ 
 
    ‘Am I? He’s your Mr X. I’ll put money on it.’ She spits out the next words. ‘And he’s a sick fuck too.’ 
 
    ‘You’re being ridiculous,’ I growl, my brain wheeling. ‘Christophe’s got to you.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t insult my intelligence.’ 
 
    I bristle under her vicious glare. I can’t believe this is happening. Are we really going to let two men test the fabric of our friendship? If we’re not careful, before long we’ll have nothing more than a threadbare ruin. 
 
    ‘You need to know what’s been going on,’ she says. ‘And there’s only one way to sort this out.’ She picks up her mobile, raises her chin. ‘What’s the room number?’ 
 
    She waits for my response, but I have no idea what she’s going on about. 
 
    ‘The room you go to? With X?’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    She keys in a contact. ‘Isn’t it obvious?’ 
 
    ‘Who are you calling?’ 
 
    ‘Christophe. He’ll know which room Max uses.’ 
 
    Panic flares. ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘I’m doing it, Ella. Whether you like it or not.’ 
 
    My heart shoots into overdrive. Any minute now, she’ll speak to Christophe and I’ll get my confirmation – one way or another. But am I ready for it? Have I really considered the fall-out? 
 
    ‘No. Leave it, Marnie. It’s my business.’ 
 
    Pacing back and forth, she huffs and puffs. ‘Fuck it, Christophe. Why won’t you answer?’ She stares at the screen. ‘It’s going to voicemail. You should go and see Max, ask him yourself.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t. He’s not in work.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve got his phone number...’ 
 
    ‘I’m not calling him.’ 
 
    She wheels to a halt in front of my desk. ‘This is a fucking mess. You do realise that?’ 
 
    I gaze at her for a moment, and then I nod. She’s right. This is a fucking mess, and I need to sort it out. If I wait for Max to confess – if there’s anything to confess – I could be waiting for ever. 
 
    ‘I can’t call him,’ I tell her, my voice uneven. ‘His PA told me not to contact him. There’s something going on. And I don’t want Christophe involved.’ My eyes flick back to the snow globe. The little girl on the bench. And now I’m thinking of another bench...and the woman who joined me there. ‘I know what to do. I’ll go and speak to Celine. She’s the one who’s been organising it all. She’ll tell me the truth. I’m sure she will.’ 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It’s past nine o’clock when I arrive at the club, offering up my name at the gate and explaining I’m here to see Celine. Expecting to be turned away, I quake with nerves as I wait for the response. I’m relieved when the intercom crackles back to life with a brusque ‘okay.’ 
 
    Slipping the car into gear, I navigate the now-familiar tunnel of trees, swing round to the car park and pull up facing the exit – ready to make a quick get-away. A minute or so later, I’m wavering at the bottom of the steps, squinting up through a few drops of rain, side-tracked by memories of my first taste of Max: how stunning he looked that night; the promise in his eyes; that sleek, perfect exterior, jealously guarding its secrets. While my heart shimmers at the very thought of it, I force him out of my head. I need to get moving now because it’s beginning to rain more heavily...and of course, there’s a job to be done. 
 
    Inside, I’m greeted by a stranger at the desk. 
 
    ‘Ella Fairbrother?’ he asks. 
 
    ‘Yes.’ I glance round. ‘Is Celine around?’ 
 
    ‘Just dealing with something. She’ll be back in a minute. Said to wait in the bar.’ 
 
    With a nod, I make my way through, perch on a stool and order a small glass of wine. And that’s when the quakes begin. Surrounded by quiet opulence, I’m suddenly battered by a string of noisy questions. How on earth am I going to start this conversation? And will Celine really give me an answer? Probably not, given her previous approach to confidentiality. And anyway, even if she does offer up the truth, what if it’s not the truth I’m searching for? Quaking some more, and in distinct need of fortification, I take my first sip of wine. 
 
    ‘How’s it going?’ the barman asks. 
 
    I’m about to answer with a bland, all-encompassing ‘fine’, but it’s soon clear he’s not talking to me. 
 
    ‘Crap,’ Sebastian replies. 
 
    I turn to find him standing at my side. Dressed in jeans and a white T-shirt, he seems distinctly serious. 
 
    ‘Whisky?’ 
 
    ‘Make it a double.’ He lays a bunch of keys on the counter. 
 
    ‘When’s Evie back?’ 
 
    ‘Tomorrow, maybe. If she’s up to it. Zach’s bringing her.’ 
 
    ‘Shit honeymoon.’ 
 
    ‘Can’t be helped.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, man. Of all the times for this to happen.’ 
 
    ‘Tell me about it.’ He runs his fingers through his hair. ‘In fact, make it a triple.’ While the barman sets about preparing his drink, Sebastian quickly switches his attention to me. 
 
    ‘Hi, Ella.’ 
 
    I return his greeting with a smile, but I see none of the customary humour in his eyes. In fact, he’s decidedly guarded. 
 
    ‘You okay?’ he frowns. 
 
    ‘Fine...but you’re not, by the sound of it.’ 
 
    ‘No. And it’s only going to get worse. Can I get you another?’ He motions to my glass. 
 
    ‘No thanks. I’m driving.’ 
 
    Suddenly deep in thought, he scans the room, taking in the other guests. ‘I don’t mean to be nosy, Ella, but who are you meeting?’ 
 
    Completely thrown by his question, I cock my head. After all, I’ve been here more than once, and he’s never shown an interest before. 
 
    ‘Celine...just for a chat.’ 
 
    ‘Celine.’ He nods slowly, and taps the counter. ‘Okay.’ 
 
    I’m pretty sure he’s about to say something else when the barman returns with a large tumbler of whisky. 
 
    ‘There you go, mate.’ 
 
    ‘Ah. Just what the doctor ordered.’ He eyes the glass appreciatively, then reaches out for it. 
 
    A split-second later, I’m staring in complete disbelief at the inside of his right forearm...and fighting for breath. Convinced I’m about the pass out, I close my eyes against a tide of nausea. 
 
    ‘Ella? What’s the matter?’ 
 
    Wrestling back the urge to scream, I realise Marnie was right: this is fucking twisted. 
 
    ‘Ella?’ 
 
    ‘It’s you,’ I snarl. Eyelids rise. 
 
    ‘What’s me?’ 
 
    ‘I saw it.’ I point at his arm. ‘The tattoo. The swords.’ 
 
    He glances down. ‘I don’t understand.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t feign innocence with me.’ 
 
    ‘I’m feigning nothing.’ 
 
    ‘Say what you like. I’ve got my confirmation.’ 
 
    ‘Confirmation?’ He leans towards me. ‘What’s going on?’ 
 
    I laugh...with all the sarcasm I can muster. ‘You’ve got a girlfriend. That’s what’s going on. And you’ve been...’ I can’t bring myself to finish the sentence. Instead, with tears brimming into action, I spring from the stool. ‘You’re disgusting.’ 
 
    I give him no time to reply, since he doesn’t deserve it. I storm off to the lobby, push through the main doors and virtually sprint to my car. As soon as I’m installed in the driver’s seat, I thrust the key into the ignition – no easy task with shaking hands and blurred vision. It’s only when the engine fires into life that I look back to find Celine at the top of the steps, frantically waving at me. 
 
    ‘No chance.’ 
 
    My all-seeing, all-knowing confidante is on a hiding to nothing. She knew I was falling for Max and let me carry on regardless. If that conniving bitch thinks I’m about to calmly step back inside and discuss my fucked-up sex life, she’s got another think coming. With a scowl and a shake of the head, I slam my foot on the accelerator. Wheels skid against gravel, and within seconds I’m speeding off down the driveway...leaving it all behind. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It’s not long before my mobile ringtone kicks into life with one call after another. At first, I try to ignore the incessant jingle, but before long I can’t take it anymore. Pulling into a layby, I grab the phone from my handbag and check the screen: six missed calls from Max in the last three minutes. Watching the screen light up again, the tears begin to flow with force. Sebastian must have told him what happened, must have owned up to everything, and now I’m a disgusting piece of work in Max Delaney’s eyes. Soiled goods. Sloppy seconds. Something he’s clearly determined to let me know. 
 
    Drowning under the enormity of it all, I stagger out of the car, phone in hand, and come to a halt in the rain. I’m struggling to breathe, struggling to see straight, struggling to think. When the mobile rings again, I simply hurl it into a hedge. 
 
    ‘What have I done?’ I sob into the night. 
 
    And then I laugh. 
 
    Because the answer’s simple. 
 
    While I’ve been falling for one brother, I’ve been fucking the other. Which is way beyond mad, way beyond sick, and I’ve only got myself to blame. 
 
    I should never have plunged down that rabbit hole, should never have given in to temptation. 
 
    I can forget any hopes I had with Max. 
 
    I’ve gone and ruined it all. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    ‘We need to go away.’ 
 
    ‘Pardon?’ 
 
    I glance past Marnie into the hallway. ‘Is Christophe here?’ 
 
    ‘No. He’s busy.’ 
 
    ‘Good. Pack a bag.’ 
 
    ‘What? Why? What’s going on?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll tell you later. Just pack a bag...and get dressed.’ I motion to her pyjamas. ‘And pack some clothes for me.’ 
 
    ‘For you?’ Standing her ground on the doorstep, she folds her arms. ‘You can’t just turn up here at God knows what time, demanding to go away. I was in bed...’ Her eyes flash with understanding. ‘Ah. I see.’ She points at me. ‘You spoke to Celine.’ 
 
    I shake my head. ‘Didn’t need to. I got what I needed.’ 
 
    ‘And?’ 
 
    ‘Not now.’ 
 
    ‘Was it Max?’ 
 
    ‘I said not now.’ 
 
    ‘It was Max.’ 
 
    ‘Marnie!’ I half-shout. ‘Just let me in and pack a fucking bag.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ she growls. ‘Just go home and we’ll talk about this tomorrow.’ 
 
    With a shiver, I glance along the deserted street. ‘I can’t go home.’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’ 
 
    ‘Because...’ I’m pretty certain I’ll find Max waiting for me. ‘I don’t want to talk about it.’ Not yet, at any rate. On the verge of more tears, I crumble into desperation. ‘Marnie, please. I’ve done enough for you in the past. Now do something for me. Everything’s a complete fucking mess. I need to get away. I need to get my head together.’ I’m subjected to a narrow-eyed examination. It’s quickly followed by an ‘I told you so’ sort of look. ‘Just go and pack a bag, and let’s get out of here. I’ll explain everything later, when I’m ready. Please.’ 
 
    She examines me some more, and finally unfolds her arms. ‘Fine.’ Stepping back, she ushers me into the house, shuts the door and follows me up to her bedroom. ‘What about work?’ She pulls a travel bag from the top of her wardrobe and throws it onto the bed. 
 
    ‘Text Larry. Tell him something’s come up.’ 
 
    ‘What’s come up?’ She rifles through a drawer. ‘You know what he’s like. He’ll want details.’ 
 
    I wave a hand. ‘I don’t know. Tell him I’ve had a breakdown. I don’t care.’ Which is absolutely true: I really don’t care about anything at the minute, apart from getting out of London. ‘Tell him you need to take me away for a couple of days, but don’t tell him where we’re going.’ 
 
    ‘How can I?’ A handful of knickers join the bag. ‘You haven’t actually told me where we’re going...and why can’t you text him?’ 
 
    ‘Because I’m having a breakdown.’ 
 
    With a whispered ‘Fair enough’, she slings a creased T-shirt onto the bed, and then another. ‘You’re not wearing my knickers, by the way.’ 
 
    ‘Trust me. I don’t want to. I’ll get some tomorrow.’ 
 
    ‘Make sure you do.’ 
 
    I’m given a quick scowl before she approaches the wardrobe, opens the door and watches in dismay as several items of clothing spill onto the carpet. ‘Shit.’ She leans down to retrieve a couple of pairs of jeans. ‘So are you going to tell me where we’re going?’ she grumbles, adding the jeans to the pile. 
 
    ‘Southwold,’ I say. ‘Your mum’s place.’ An idea I lighted on after pulling away from the layby. ‘Is she using it?’ 
 
    This earns me a second scowl. ‘No. She’s gone up to Scotland with that Patrick fella. Apparently, he’s husband number six.’ 
 
    I laugh bitterly. Why does Marnie’s mum keep on trying? Surely, she’s worked it out by now: that romance is a fictitious pile of crap, bearing no resemblance to reality; a fantasy land of happy-ever-afters invented by deluded novelists; a man-made virus infecting the world with ridiculous, heart-shaped expectations. While Marnie crams the pile of clothes into the bag, I give myself a damn good mental slap. Because I’ve lapped it all up, wasted the last few years of my life on exactly that sort of fictitious crap – and it’s almost certainly infected me with ridiculous expectations. It’s probably time for a change of direction, a new genre to focus on...murder mysteries, perhaps. 
 
    ‘This’ll have to do.’ Marnie zips up the bag. ‘I can’t think straight. And anyway, I left some stuff there last time I went.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t forget the key.’ 
 
    She straightens up. 
 
    ‘And do me a favour. When you’ve texted Larry, leave your mobile here.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘We’re going off-grid.’ 
 
    ‘Off-grid?’ 
 
    ‘Totally. It’s what I need.’ 
 
    With no more complaints or questions, she simply accepts my announcement. A few minutes later, with the key located, a quick text sent to Larry and Marnie dressed, we’re heading out of the front door. 
 
    ‘Shit,’ she hisses, drawing to a halt on the steps. 
 
    ‘What’s up?’ 
 
    ‘Toothbrush. Just give me a minute.’ 
 
    Handing me the bag, she returns inside, leaving me to dump the luggage in the boot and wait by the car. It’s not long before she’s back. 
 
    ‘Right!’ she says, avoiding all eye contact. ‘Let’s go.’ 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    ‘Are we there yet?’ Marnie asks, her voice thick with sleep. 
 
    ‘Just about.’ 
 
    Desperate for a signpost, I squint past swishing wipers and stifle a yawn. I’m exhausted, which is no surprise. Soon after we hit the M25, Marnie fell asleep, leaving me with nothing but the soporific flow of the heater and the occasional instruction from the Satnav for company. And now, after three hours driving in heavy rain, my brain’s a fuzzy ball of nothing and my eyelids seem to be made of lead. 
 
    ‘Have we gone through Southwold?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ And for the last few minutes, apart from the town itself, it’s been nothing but high hedges and bendy lanes, demanding every last drop of concentration. 
 
    ‘You know, I brought Christophe here the other week.’ 
 
    ‘You did?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ She shifts in her seat. ‘I wasn’t exactly planning on coming back so soon. Why couldn’t we just get a hotel in London?’ 
 
    I spot a familiar landmark and flick the indicator. ‘It’s this turning, isn’t it?’ Located just outside town, I’m pretty sure this final lane’s never been properly mapped...which is probably why the Satnav’s given up the ghost. 
 
    ‘Think so.’ 
 
    We slip back into silence as I take a right and begin to navigate the muddy track. The car lurches over dips and hollows. Headlights catch the occasional tree trunk, a broken gate, a pair of startled eyes. After what seems like an age, we finally reach the cottage itself – a tiny, two-bedroomed bolt-hole crowded round by shaggy, overgrown pine trees. Relieved to have made it in one piece, I cut the engine and kill the lights, plunging the world into pitch darkness. 
 
    ‘Great,’ Marnie complains. ‘I hope you brought a torch.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Then how the fuck are we going to get in?’ 
 
    ‘We’ll manage.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not twatting about in this.’ In a sudden temper, she slams a hand on the dashboard. ‘This is shit, Ella. It’s pissing down out there and blowing a fecking gale, and the keys are in the bag. I’ll never find them.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be a drama queen. I’ll put the headlights back on.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t bother.’ 
 
    I listen to an angry sigh, the sound of fidgeting. A light flickers into life, illuminating Marnie’s face, her tumbling locks of russet hair. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ she growls. ‘I brought my mobile. Get over it.’ 
 
    ‘Get over it?’ I snarl, realising that’s why she went back into the house. ‘I asked you to leave it at home.’ 
 
    ‘Well I didn’t. So suck it up.’ She shines the light into my eyes. ‘Off-grid, my arse. Nobody goes off-grid these days. Come on. Let’s get inside.’ 
 
    Less than two minutes later, I’m shivering in the rain – holdall in one hand, mobile in the other – aiming a single, ghostly shaft of illumination at an ancient lock while Marnie wrestles with an equally-ancient key. At last, I hear a grating click. 
 
    ‘Got it.’ She kicks open the door and disappears inside, flicking a switch on the way and flooding the ground floor with light. 
 
    On the verge of collapse, I follow behind. Slamming the door, I drop the bag and gaze round at familiar surroundings: a miniscule, seaside-themed living room – dominated largely by beach hut paraphernalia; a set of lethal, twisting stairs to the right; a kitchen at the back. 
 
    ‘You can turn this off now.’ Urging myself into action, I hand Marnie the mobile and watch in surprise as she simply does as she’s told. 
 
    ‘It’s fucking freezing.’ She puts the phone on the mantelpiece, between a model lighthouse and a wooden seagull. ‘I’ll go and put the heating on. Make us a quick cuppa.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah...a cuppa.’ 
 
    While Marnie takes herself upstairs, I stumble into the kitchen and put the kettle on. Job done, it’s time to fish two teabags from a beach hut-shaped caddy, drop them into two beach hut-emblazoned mugs, and curse myself for not thinking to stop along the way for milk. 
 
    A clattering noise erupts from up above. It’s followed by a thumping of feet on the stairs. ‘The boiler’s in bad mood,’ Marnie says, reaching the bottom, ‘but I think it’s working.’ 
 
    ‘Thank God.’ The water splutters to a boil, and I fill the mugs, give them a quick stir and thrust one at her. 
 
    ‘No milk?’ 
 
    ‘Sorry. Couldn’t find a cow.’ 
 
    Reluctantly, she takes the mug, wraps her fingers round it and experiments with a tentative sip. ‘So, are you going to tell me what happened?’ she grimaces. 
 
    ‘In the morning,’ I promise. ‘I need some sleep first.’ Because if I tell her now, it’s bound to come out wrong, and then we’ll end up embroiled in another argument – precisely the last thing I want, or need. ‘Normal arrangements?’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ A raised eyebrow informs me I’ve just asked a stupid question. ‘You know I can’t sleep in that piddly little room. It gives me a migraine.’ 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I’m dragged back to consciousness by a combination of heat and bright sunlight. Eyes closed, I touch the radiator next to my bed and wince. Flaming hot, because the heating’s still on, which probably explains why I’m sweating. With a few tentative blinks, the room slowly comes into focus and I’m left wondering, not for the first time, why the seaside theme never made it to the second bedroom. Tiny green flowers smother my duvet cover, miniature red roses swirl and curl around the curtains – which I must have left open when I crawled into bed early this morning – and to top it all off, there’s the sheer floral mayhem of the wallpaper. No wonder Marnie refuses to sleep in here. 
 
    ‘Jesus.’ 
 
    I throw back the duvet, sit up and look out of the window. What I see brings a smile to my face. Emptying my mind of the last couple of weeks, I soak up the scenery: pine trees swaying gently in the breeze; the field beyond leading down to the cliff top; in the distance, the sea rising up to the horizon – a thin sliver of grey-green meeting vast tracts of blue. Taking a series of slow, measured breaths, I realise that for the first time in months, I feel truly at peace. But it doesn’t last long. I’m jolted back to the present by a clattering of pans downstairs, reminding me I’ve got company, and it’s time to get up and face the day. 
 
    After a quick shower, I dig a pair of jeans and a T-shirt from the travel bag, pull them on and head downstairs, where I find Marnie curled up on one of two undersized sofas, nursing another black tea. 
 
    ‘Morning.’ She glances at the clock above the fireplace. ‘Or should I say afternoon. It’s just past twelve.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry. Didn’t mean to sleep in this late.’ 
 
    ‘Doesn’t matter. I’ve not been up long.’ She gives me a much-needed smile. ‘There’s a lovely milk-less tea waiting for you in the kitchen.’ 
 
    ‘Yuk,’ I smile back. 
 
    ‘Couldn’t find a cow either.’ 
 
    Relieved her mood seems to have improved with a few hours’ sleep, I fetch my mug and flop onto the second sofa. 
 
    ‘So, what are we doing today?’ she asks. 
 
    ‘No idea.’ 
 
    ‘Well then, I’d like to propose the following: a walk along the beach, customary coveting of beach huts...’ 
 
    ‘Got to be done,’ I agree. Seeing as Marnie’s obsessed by the things – a trait inherited from her mother, along with a predilection for falling for the wrong man – it’s a foregone conclusion. 
 
    ‘Absolutely got to be done,’ she grins. ‘Then it’s breakfast baps, a spot of shopping and a swift couple in the pub. Then back here. You cook dinner, I drink wine, crappy film, bed.’ 
 
    ‘You know what Hannibal Smith says?’ 
 
    Marnie nods. ‘I love it when a plan comes together.’ 
 
    After finishing off the disgusting tea, we spend a few minutes faffing about with a motley collection of boots and coats, all kept permanently at the house. While I slip on an ill-fitting Parka and a pair of wellies, Marnie chooses a hideous rain mac, matching it with her mum’s equally-hideous walking boots. Laughing raucously at each other, we head on out, braving an icy wind blowing in from the North Sea and stumbling across muddy, deserted fields. 
 
    It’s not long before we reach the first row of beach huts, stopping occasionally to take a photo or have a quick snoop. We pass the pier, picking up the pace a little along the promenade until we finally arrive at our favourite beach front café: nothing more than a little blue shed – outside seating only – serving the best breakfast baps I’ve ever tasted. By the time we settle onto a bench with a tea and a sausage bap apiece, my stomach’s rumbling at the very thought of food...but I still manage to distract myself with the view. 
 
    ‘Why can’t life always be like this?’ I ask, looking out to sea. ‘All blue skies and clear horizons?’ 
 
    ‘Because life’s shit, and then you die.’ With a philosophical shrug, Marnie picks up her bap and takes a huge bite. ‘Oh, God,’ she exclaims, a little too loudly. ‘This is better than sex! I kid you not.’ 
 
    I take a greedy mouthful of my own. ‘Bloody hell, you’re right.’ 
 
    A few minutes pass in silence while we busy ourselves with filling empty stomachs and indulging in a spot of people-watching. As soon as my bap’s disappeared, I decide it’s time to finally off-load my news. But first, a quick apology is in order. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry I dragged you here.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry.’ Popping the last bit of her bap into her mouth, she squints into the sunlight. ‘Now I’ve seen a few beach huts and got a sausage in me, I’m good to go.’ 
 
    Thankful for my mad, rash decision to drag Marnie away from London, I laugh, feeling relaxed and carefree. ‘I can always rely on you to cheer me up,’ I tell her. After all the recent friction, this is exactly what we both need. 
 
    ‘Glad to be of service.’ She sips at her tea. ‘I’m sorry we argued yesterday.’ 
 
    ‘Me too,’ I admit. ‘It was silly.’ Words I don’t really mean. A convenient dustpan and brush to sweep away the problem...at least for now. 
 
    ‘Certainly was.’ 
 
    Smiles meet, awkward at first, but quickly stirring with the quiet undertow of shared memories. This is a friendship too precious to lose, and we both know it. 
 
    ‘So,’ she says at last, ‘are you ready to talk yet?’ 
 
    ‘I think so.’ With a grimace, I survey the full length of the beach. Okay, here we go. ‘It was Sebastian,’ I confess. Checking back on Marnie, I realise I’ve overloaded the circuits: she’s wide-eyed, open-mouthed and speechless. ‘X,’ I explain, as if it’s necessary. ‘Sebastian.’ 
 
    Confusion mutates into horror. ‘Sebastian?’ She chokes. ‘Jesus, Ella. Sebastian? You’re fucking kidding me.’ 
 
    ‘I’m afraid not.’ 
 
    ‘Shit.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Shit.’ I press my lips together. 
 
    ‘That’s the last thing I expected.’ 
 
    ‘Me too.’ 
 
    ‘How...how did you find out?’ 
 
    It doesn’t take long to reel off the story of Sebastian’s tattoo. 
 
    ‘You’re sure it’s the same one?’ she asks. 
 
    ‘Of course. Two crossed swords. In exactly the same place. Proof positive.’ 
 
    ‘Sebastian...Give me a minute. I need to process this mad shit.’ 
 
    I watch her stare in disbelief at a bin, a passing dog-walker, the little blue shed, and finally her tea. 
 
    ‘No.’ She shakes her head. ‘I can’t.’ 
 
    ‘Neither can I.’ I sigh in despair. ‘Why did I ever get involved in such a bloody stupid arrangement, Marnie? What came over me?’ 
 
    ‘I have no idea.’ She swallows. ‘God, it makes sense though. I mean, Sebastian owns a sex club, and you only buy a sex club if you’re into that sort of stuff, and he’s definitely into that sort of stuff.’ A thought occurs to her. ‘But he’s got a girlfriend. Christophe told me.’ 
 
    ‘He told me that too.’ I run my fingers through my hair. ‘In fact, he said that was why Sebastian wasn’t likely to be my mystery lover. Just goes to show, Christophe doesn’t know everything.’ 
 
    ‘And Sebastian’s a lying, cheating git.’ 
 
    ‘He certainly is.’ I pause. ‘I just can’t work out why he sent me those texts. It was like he really cared.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe it runs in the family.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Playing mind games.’ 
 
    A little dig at Max. Resolving to rise above it, I look away. There’s no point defending Max any more. He’s a lost cause. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry.’ Marnie’s voice draws me back to her. ‘This is all my fault. If I hadn’t forced you to go to the club...’ 
 
    ‘It’s my fault,’ I counter. ‘I’m the one who decided to do stupid things.’ 
 
    ‘It was a bit mad, wasn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘Just a tad.’ 
 
    ‘I mean, a blindfold.’ 
 
    ‘Leave it,’ I warn, flushing with embarrassment. ‘You are never to mention the ‘b’ word again.’ 
 
    With a snigger, she swallows another sip of tea. We slip into a comfortable silence, soaking up the peace. 
 
    ‘So, how do you feel?’ she asks at last. ‘About the Sebastian thing?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know.’ I shrug. ‘Last night, I was shocked. But now? I don’t feel anything.’ Not about him, at any rate. ‘I don’t feel violated. I don’t feel used. I mean, I knew exactly what I was getting into. I took a risk. It could have been anyone.’ 
 
    ‘I’m just glad it wasn’t Max.’ 
 
    ‘We’re never going to see eye-to-eye on him, Marnie. We just need to accept that.’ 
 
    She nods. 
 
    ‘But I’ll be honest with you, I was really starting to like him.’ I put up a hand, stopping any complaints in their tracks. ‘I know what you think about him, but I actually wanted a normal relationship with Max, and I think we were getting there.’ 
 
    ‘It would have been a mistake.’ 
 
    ‘Well you don’t need to worry about that now.’ I grimace. ‘I’ve been screwing his brother, so it’s all fucked.’ As if to make a toast, I raise my mug in the air. A seagull lands near my feet, scuttles round in a circle and takes a dump. ‘Typical. Just when I think it’s all working out. The perfect job, the perfect man...’ 
 
    ‘The perfect man?’ Marnie erupts into full-on laughter. ‘There’s no such thing. Even Christophe’s got his faults.’ 
 
    More than you know, I muse silently. 
 
    ‘You’re starting to sound like my mum.’ Eyes glimmering, she leans forward. ‘Searching for something that doesn’t exist. Five sodding times, she’s been married. And now she’s off in Scotland, working on husband number six. And that won’t last.’ 
 
    ‘No, it won’t.’ I bite back the urge to mention pots and kettles: my friend’s on distinctly shaky ground criticising her mum. 
 
    ‘Anyway…’ She takes in a deep lungful of sea air before delivering her well-meaning advice. ‘Try having dreams that are a little more down-to-earth and realistic…like mine.’ 
 
    ‘To own one of those?’ I nod at the beach huts. 
 
    ‘Oh…’ She eyes them appreciatively. ‘Aren’t they beautiful?’ 
 
    ‘And over a hundred thousand pounds a go. Such a down-to-earth dream.’ 
 
    ‘Touché.’ She laughs again, then becomes serious. ‘I’m relieved it wasn’t Max though. It does makes things a lot easier.’ 
 
    ‘Does it?’ I gaze out to sea. There’s something about sitting here, under a sharp blue sky with a breeze blowing straight through me, that finally manages to clarify my thoughts. ‘You do realise I can’t stay at DelCorp?’ 
 
    ‘No!’ Marnie gasps in horror. ‘Why not?’ 
 
    ‘Because I can’t be around Max, not after what I’ve done. It’s just too uncomfortable.’ 
 
    ‘Please, Ella. You can’t leave me.’ 
 
    ‘I have to,’ I insist. No more pandering to my friend. ‘Blue skies and clear horizons, Marnie. Simplicity. That’s what I need. And if I stay anywhere near the Delaneys...’ I shake my head in despair. ‘I don’t stand a chance.’ 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    We wander into town and make a start on the high street. While Marnie visits the cash machine, I find a clothes shop, stock up on knickers and treat myself to a new pair of pyjamas. Then, after reuniting at the market place, we raid the local supermarket for much-needed supplies, including wine, food, milk and a toothbrush for me. By the time we’ve downed a couple of ciders in our favourite pub – talking about anything and everything but men – darkness has already begun to fall, the wind’s up, and there’s a menacing bank of cloud crawling in from the horizon. Deciding there’s a storm in the offing, we hastily retrace our path along the promenade and return to the cottage before all hell breaks loose. 
 
    Once we’ve battened down the hatches and unpacked the shopping, I set about rustling up tuna spaghetti, our favourite comfort dish, leaving Marnie to open a bottle of red wine. I’m just draining the pasta when she finishes off her first glass and digs into her mum’s woeful selection of DVDs. Stored in the cupboard under the stairs, they’re about the only form of entertainment on offer, seeing as the cottage was never hooked up to anything more sophisticated than gas, electricity and water. 
 
    ‘So, we’ve got the usual romantic shite,’ she calls, her head still in the cupboard. 
 
    ‘Nothing romantic,’ I call back. ‘I’d rather play Monopoly.’ 
 
    ‘No fucking Monopoly. Ooh, there are some different musicals from last time I was here.’ 
 
    ‘Which ones?’ I begin plating up. 
 
    ‘Seven Brides for Seven Brothers.’ There’s a pause. ‘And West Side Story.’ 
 
    It’s a no-brainer for me. Okay, so I’ll have to endure the romance, but at least there’s plenty of death and no happy ending in West Side Story. Some bloody decent dancing too. 
 
    ‘Jets and Sharks!’ I pick up the plates and take them into the living room. 
 
    ‘Oh yes.’ DVD in hand, Marnie emerges from the cupboard. ‘George Chakiris, here we come!’ 
 
    By ten o’clock, after some terrible singing and a decent cry, I’m ready for a good night’s sleep. Leaving Marnie to dig into some awful slushy film, I head upstairs, change into my new pyjamas, snuggle under the covers, and wait for sleep to arrive. But as soon as I lay my head on the pillow, I can tell it won’t be turning up any time soon. Although I’ve managed to distract myself for most of the day, now I’m alone, tossing and turning in a room that’s already uncomfortably warm, I can’t seem to keep my thoughts under control. Before long, they’re tossing and turning too, dragging me back over the last few days and bouncing from one thing to another. I’ve just about had enough when I hear frantic footsteps on the stairs. 
 
    Heart pounding, body on high alert, I shoot up in bed. 
 
    The door flies open. 
 
    ‘Ella, are you awake?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Did you hear the noises?’ 
 
    ‘What noises?’ 
 
    Clutching her mobile, Marnie perches on the side of my bed and glances back through the doorway. ‘There was a tapping...at the kitchen window. And then the door handle turned. I got up to have a look, and the dustbin crashed.’ 
 
    ‘It’s the wind,’ I reassure her. ‘Nothing to worry about.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ She draws in a jittery breath. ‘There’s someone out there. I’m sure of it.’ 
 
    On any normal day, I’d berate her for an over-active imagination, but coming hot on the heels of the break-in at my house, her words send an icy shiver through my veins. 
 
    I nod to the mobile. ‘Did you call the police?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ she scowls. 
 
    ‘And?’ 
 
    ‘They said what you said. It’s probably just the wind.’ 
 
    ‘Fair enough,’ I breathe, vaguely seeing some sort of sense. 
 
    ‘They said to make sure the doors are locked, and call if anything else happens.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I suppose that’s sensible...’ 
 
    ‘So I called Christophe.’ 
 
    ‘You did what?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t know what else to do.’ 
 
    ‘But I wanted to get away from all of that...’ 
 
    ‘And we’ve got a psycho stalking us.’ 
 
    ‘Or a fox...’ 
 
    ‘How many foxes can tap windows and turn door handles?’ 
 
    ‘Marnie, it could have been a branch on the window, and the door handle could have been...’ 
 
    ‘I know what I heard. Christophe’s on his way, and that’s that, because I don’t fancy getting murdered in my bed.’ 
 
    ‘Me neither, to be honest,’ I admit, studying the tiny flowers on the duvet, imagining them splattered with blood. 
 
    ‘Can I stay in here with you?’ 
 
    ‘Are you kidding me?’ Resigning myself to my fate, I throw back the duvet. ‘This bed belongs to the Borrowers. Let’s go downstairs.’ 
 
    While Marnie declares the need to arm ourselves and roots through cupboards, producing two large saucepans, I plump for the sensible option and make a pot of tea. With the saucepans positioned ready on the coffee table, we curl up on our separate sofas, clutching our tea, and settle in for the duration. Before long, any pathetic attempts at conversation die out, leaving us to slip into the stupor of a long night-time wait. And while we fidget and yawn our way through the endless minutes and slow hours, the storm seems to gather in force outside. Circling the house like a screaming banshee, occasionally tugging at a door or rattling a window frame, it keeps us on edge the entire time. It’s almost three in the morning when a set of headlights finally flash outside. 
 
    ‘Oh, thank fuck!’ Jumping up, Marnie virtually throws herself at the front door and pulls it open. She takes a step back as a mound of dead leaves gust into the living room, heralding the arrival of tonight’s saviour. 
 
    ‘Well, that was some journey.’ Christophe Dupont ducks through the doorway and smooths his dark hair back into place. 
 
    ‘Thank you, thank you, thank you,’ Marnie enthuses, clapping her hands on his cheeks and pulling him in for a kiss. ‘Je t’aime.’ 
 
    ‘Moi aussi.’ He guides her a little further into the room. 
 
    And then – completely unexpected – a second man appears, slamming the door in his wake. 
 
    ‘This is a friend of mine,’ Christophe explains. 
 
    The stranger grunts, and I quickly decide he’s no friend of Christophe’s. With anaemic skin and vapid eyes, he’s at least six feet tall, and verging on malnourished. But it’s the fake designer tracksuit that gives the game away: he looks more like some downmarket drug dealer than a Porsche-owning prat. 
 
    ‘Why is he here?’ I demand. 
 
    ‘Back-up.’ I’m subjected to a cool, unapologetic smile before Christophe issues an order to his so-called friend. ‘Take a look around outside.’ 
 
    With another blast of leaf-strewn air, the strange companion disappears back into the night. I’d feel relieved if it weren’t for the fact that Christophe’s still with us, a man who never fails to put me on my guard. I watch him warily as he motions for Marnie to take a seat on the tiny sofa, slinks into place at her side and snakes an arm behind her back. 
 
    ‘Now, tell me what’s been going on.’ 
 
    Without a word, I get up and leave them to it. I have no wish to be around Christophe any longer than necessary. I retreat to the kitchen where I busy myself with preparing another pot of tea, pondering the fact that I feel even more unsettled now our ‘reinforcements’ have arrived. By the time I return to the living room, carrying a tray laden with teapot, mugs and milk, I’ve already resolved to lock myself in my bedroom for the rest of the night. 
 
    As soon as I sit down, the front door swings open again. 
 
    ‘How is it out there?’ Christophe asks. 
 
    ‘There’s footprints,’ the stranger replies in a broad East End accent. ‘Big and fresh. Looks like a man. They’ve gone now. No one around.’ And that’s it. Job done, he flips back into silent mode, and stands guard at the door. 
 
    ‘So, it seems you have had an unwelcome visitor.’ Christophe leans forward and pours himself a mug of black tea. ‘But you can relax now. We’re here, and you’re safe.’ He takes a sip, and grimaces at me. ‘When Marnie called earlier, she explained you’d also had an intruder at your house, Ella.’ 
 
    Great. She’s clearly been blabbing again, and now Christophe’s got all the ammunition he needs to spin another Max-based conspiracy theory. 
 
    ‘I understand they went through your underwear and took a necklace.’ Standing up, he wastes no time getting down to his favourite business. 
 
    ‘They did,’ I confirm.’ 
 
    ‘And now this.’ 
 
    ‘What are you getting at?’ 
 
    There’s an edge to my voice, and I’m not surprised. While Christophe moves over to the fire-place, picks up a tiny wooden beach hut and examines it closely, I ready myself for another bout of ridiculous speculation. 
 
    ‘Too much of a coincidence.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be silly.’ 
 
    ‘I’d say you’ve got a stalker...’ He’s interrupted by a buzzing sound. He calmly replaces the beach hut, pulls out his phone and smiles at the screen. 
 
    ‘I haven’t got a stalker, Christophe.’ Half-determined to knock him off-course, half-intrigued by who’s texting him in the middle of the night, I stiffen. ‘Whoever got into my house, it can’t be the same person.’ And why is he smiling like that? ‘Nobody knew we were here tonight.’ 
 
    I look to Marnie for support. But she’s fixated on Christophe now, and there’s a creeping uncertainty in her eyes. It’s enough to plant a seed of suspicion in my head. 
 
    ‘You don’t think you were followed?’ Christophe asks. 
 
    ‘No,’ I tell him. ‘There were hardly any cars on the road.’ 
 
    ‘Or tracked?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be silly. How would someone do that?’ 
 
    He shrugs. ‘A simple device attached to your car. They’re widely available.’ A gust of wind thrashes the door. ‘I believe you can monitor these things from a laptop.’ He turns to the henchman. ‘Am I right?’ 
 
    The henchman nods. 
 
    ‘Okay then, let’s not beat about the bush. Go and take a look at Ella’s car.’ 
 
    I have no time to put a halt to the stupidity. Within seconds, it’s just the three of us again. And I’m firing up the fury. Who the hell does this man think he is, marching in here with his ridiculous ‘friend’, and even more ridiculous ideas? 
 
    ‘This is pointless,’ I growl. ‘You’re wasting your friend’s time.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll see.’ 
 
    ‘Come on. A tracker? Who’d go to that length?’ 
 
    Christophe’s thin lips twitch. ‘Isn’t it obvious?’ 
 
    I open my mouth...hesitate...shake my head. ‘Oh, here we go.’ Time to implicate the arch enemy and sully his name. ‘We’ve been over this.’ 
 
    ‘So we have,’ he counters. ‘And I know you don’t share my opinions on Max, which is your prerogative...’ 
 
    ‘It certainly is.’ 
 
    ‘But let me ask you something.’ His eyes harden. ‘Is there anyone else interested in you?’ 
 
    ‘Not that I know of.’ Apart from Sebastian...maybe. 
 
    ‘Then you should work with the most likely possibility.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not being stalked,’ I insist. ‘And anyway, he’s not that sort of man.’ 
 
    ‘Isn’t he?’ Like a child torturing an insect, enthralled by every tiny reaction, he watches me closely. 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Then we must be talking about different people.’ 
 
    With a shiver, I glance at Marnie, hoping to God she’s picking up on this. But I’m quickly disappointed. Withdrawn behind an impenetrable shield, she’s simply staring at the floor. 
 
    The front door flies open and jolts against my sofa. Wielding a small black box, the henchman returns. 
 
    ‘Attached to the chassis,’ he announces, slamming the door shut again. 
 
    ‘What?’ On automatic now, I get up from the sofa. ‘Give it to me.’ A moment later, I’m turning the device in my hands, numbed by disbelief. ‘This is mad. He wouldn’t do this. It can’t be him.’ 
 
    My gaze flits from the box to Christophe’s self-satisfied smile, past Marnie’s open mouth to the stranger’s disinterested features. And then, I’m overcome by an attack of the trembles. ‘I’ve had enough.’ Thrusting the contraption back at the stranger, I sink onto the sofa and let my head fall into my hands, wishing I had the power to look straight into a man’s soul, to read his thoughts and know with one hundred per cent certainty whether or not he’s to be trusted. 
 
    ‘So, if this is Max,’ Marnie presses on, ‘he must have done this before last night. But now he knows, he’s bound to back off.’ 
 
    ‘Knows what?’ Christophe demands sharply. 
 
    I should stop her now, before she complicates this shit-storm even further. But I can’t find the energy. 
 
    ‘The mystery lover,’ she explains. ‘It wasn’t Max.’ 
 
    ‘Then who was it?’ 
 
    There’s a pause. And while Marnie hesitates, I silently will her to find a little discretion in her heart. 
 
    Thankfully, she heeds my wish. ‘Just someone else. It doesn’t matter who.’ 
 
    ‘Doesn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘No. But Max knows all about it.’ 
 
    ‘How?’ 
 
    ‘Christophe, stop. It’s none of your business. The point is, Max knows what she’s been up to, and now he does...’ 
 
    ‘You think he’ll give up on her?’ He gives a brittle laugh. ‘No chance. The fact that she’s been with another man won’t stop him. Remember, I know Max very well. He doesn’t like losing to anyone. He’ll see this as a competition, redouble his efforts, do everything in his power to catch her in his web.’ 
 
    ‘But why this?’ Marnie asks. ‘If it is him. Why have someone snooping round here? It doesn’t make sense.’ 
 
    ‘It does to me.’ The mobile rings. It’s quickly silenced. ‘I’ve already told you, he likes to play games. It pleases him greatly. And there is some method to it. I’ve seen him manipulate women before. And from what I’ve witnessed, I’d say this is just the beginning. He wants her confused, desperate...weak, ready to seek refuge in his all-powerful, all-protective arms.’ He pauses. ‘And believe me, once she’s trapped there, the games won’t stop.’ 
 
    I sit up straight. Confused. Desperate. Weak. I’m already there and this man knows it, because he’s taking advantage, reeling me in to undermine every conclusion I’ve managed to reach. 
 
    ‘Whatever Max might say, he’s exactly like his father.’ In absolute control, Christophe makes eye-contact with me. ‘You shouldn’t doubt it.’ He licks his lower lip. ‘Why do you think his mother drank herself crazy?’ 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    A triumphant gleam appears in those granite eyes. ‘Because it’s not that easy to escape.’ 
 
    As if it’s trying to tell me something, a squall of wind whips at the house, howling through a gap in a window frame. 
 
    ‘Please,’ I beg. ‘I’m too tired for this. I’m going to bed.’ 
 
    I need to get away from this toxic presence, review the evidence. After all, that grimy box could have been planted by anyone: Max, Sebastian, a complete stranger...even the man standing right in front of me. And there’s something not quite right – something about that mysterious call to Christophe’s phone. Not to mention Marnie’s strange behaviour. Over the past few minutes, my little seed of suspicion has begun to sprout, and now it’s demanding to be fed. 
 
    I rise to my feet. ‘Marnie, can I sleep with you?’ 
 
    She looks up, the ghost of doubt still flickering. 
 
    ‘I’d just feel safer,’ I lie. In actual fact, there’s a bit of digging to be done. 
 
    ‘Yes. Sure.’ She glances at Christophe, as if she’s never seen him before. ‘Good idea.’ 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Listening for the tell-tale changes in her breathing, I wait until she’s fast asleep before I finally make a move. Edging out of the bed, I gently pick up Marnie’s mobile and steal off to the bathroom. With the door locked, I tell myself this is a necessary betrayal. And then, with the deepest of breaths, I open up the phone and search back through her messages. 
 
    ‘I knew it.’ 
 
    Just as I suspected, she couldn’t resist temptation. The exchanges began just after 2pm, probably while I was searching for knickers. Before long, I’ve found the reason for tonight’s weirdness. Scrolling up, I read through the brief conversation in order, beginning with the first text from Marnie. 
 
    Hey! Are you there? X 
 
    It’s followed by his response. 
 
    Yes. Sorry. Had a few things to deal with. How are you? X 
 
    Cringing at the kisses, I flip down to Marnie’s reply. 
 
    Fine. Away for a couple of days with Ella. She’s upset at the minute. Staying at Mum’s place in Southwold. See you when I get back. X 
 
    And then, his final text. 
 
    Can’t wait. X 
 
    I return to the bedroom, set the mobile next to Marnie’s sleeping head and stand at the window. Nudging the curtains apart, I stare out at a bank of pine trees: silhouetted against a deep violet sky, they bend and sway in the wind, holding their ground against everything the storm can throw at them. I need to be more like them, I decide, before turning over the events of the past few days in my mind, this time from a different perspective. 
 
    Christophe knew exactly where we were. And what’s more, he had plenty of time to rig up the entire situation, maybe even sending the henchman ahead to fix the tracker and work us up into a frenzy with a spot of prowling. And it was exactly the same on Saturday night. Christophe knew I’d be out, because he was the one who suggested the boat party... 
 
    Thinking of the way he looked at me tonight, I let out an uneven breath and shiver right to my core. It’s only a theory – and maybe one that Marnie shares – but it’s worth investigating further. Christophe Dupont could well be my stalker. 
 
    I just can’t work out why. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    With Marnie opting to stay a little longer and catch a lift in Christophe’s car, I leave Southwold alone, just after midday...but I don’t go home. Somewhere between Sussex and London, the decision is made: it’s best to avoid Primrose Hill and Max, at least for the time being. Before I face him again, there’s some serious thinking to do, which is why I check into the first budget hotel I come across in North London and spend the rest of the day in blissful solitude. After venturing out for a spot of essential shopping – a new phone, an outfit for work, and a few make-up basics – I withdraw to the room, take a bath, phone out for some food and settle in for an evening lounging on the bed. 
 
    While the television babbles quietly in the background, I pick at a luke-warm Margherita pizza and make a start on sorting out my life, beginning with the big question. How on earth did I get here, cowering away in a hotel bedroom, too nervous to return to the comforts of my own home? It doesn’t take long to plot the path from Mum’s death, the break-up with the ex, the miserable move from Soho to Docklands. Three major disruptions that stoked months of anger and confusion, leaving me vulnerable...and wide open to stupid mistakes. 
 
    Dropping the pizza slice, I take a sip of water and wonder if I am just like Mum. After all, I haven’t managed to find enough strength to cope, preferring to block out the misery of change with the help of a bottle: a strategy that could never work. Because wine was never anything more than a false friend – wily, conniving and dangerous – caressing me with its temporary glow while it quietly lured me ever-closer to the nightmare of addiction. No wonder I jumped straight into strategy number two: another ridiculous mistake. By the time I turned up at the club, I was desperate for a new coping mechanism, and mindless sex with a perfect stranger seemed like the perfect fit. How was I to know it would only make things worse? 
 
    I reach for my glass of water and take another swig, torturing myself with the thought that if I’d never got involved with Sebastian, I might actually have stood a chance with Max. It’s a thought that unleashes a sudden ache in my chest, and a thought that’s not worth bothering with...because what might have been is gone, smouldering in the ashes of a life I’ve destroyed. 
 
    I slip the glass back onto the bed-side table and decide it’s time to plan for a different future. But before long, I’m thinking of Mum again – and her favourite song – and how she longed for a simplicity she could never find. Exhausted by the twists and turns of the last few days, simplicity is something I’m searching for too. But I’ve learned my lesson, and I’m not about to make the same mistakes. Life is a one-way street, I tell myself. There’s no going back. And there’s certainly no way to hide from the pains of adult life. 
 
    Simplicity can only come from strength. And it’s clear what I need to do. Leave Phillips. Cut the Delaneys out of my life. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Early on Thursday morning, I wake to my alarm, fired up by a new determination to take charge of my world. After a quick shower, I put on the new outfit – a tight-fitting, tailored grey dress and matching jacket – drive back to Primrose Hill, leave the car a couple of roads away from home, and take the normal tube ride into work. As soon as I reach my desk, I knock out a quick email to Mr Big upstairs, informing him that I’m no longer interested in working for DelCorp. And then, after a quick chat with Marnie, I crack on with the day’s tasks. I’ve just called up the dreaded to-do list on the laptop when I become conscious of movement. I find Larry lurking in the doorway, his features wrinkled with concern. 
 
    ‘Are you okay?’ he asks. 
 
    ‘Fine, thanks.’ The last thing I want right now is a discussion of my mental well-being. 
 
    ‘Sure?’ 
 
    ‘Why wouldn’t I be?’ I demand, wondering if this is the right time to let him know I’ve resigned. 
 
    ‘Shooting off for a couple of days with no explanation?’ 
 
    ‘Just needed some time away.’ 
 
    ‘I tried to call you.’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t have my phone.’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’ 
 
    ‘It got eaten.’ I lean back in my chair. ‘By a hedge.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ He stares at me, eyes agog, as if I’m grade A lunatic. ‘Ella, I worry about you sometimes.’ 
 
    ‘Well, you don’t need to worry about me anymore, Larry, because I’m fine. In fact, for your information, I’m more than fine, and I’ve actually had enough of people worrying about me. So...’ I take in a deep breath. ‘I’d be extremely grateful if you could just bugger off and worry about yourself.’ 
 
    He folds his arms and purses his lips. 
 
    ‘Don’t do that, Larry.’ 
 
    ‘Do what?’ 
 
    ‘Try to look angry. You’re no good at it.’ Picking up a pen, I stare at a blank sheet of note paper. ‘You just look constipated.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no need to be rude.’ 
 
    He’s right, of course. But I can’t seem to help it. Although I’ve made a clear-headed decision to control my life and everything in it, I’m nowhere near reining in my temper. I really should apologise – because Larry didn’t deserve any of that – and then in the interest of good manners, I should tell him about the resignation. But I can’t do either of those things. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry to say this, Ella, but as long as you carry on behaving like an angry toddler, people are going to worry about you. And that includes Max, by the way.’ 
 
    At the mention of his name, my lungs contract. I slam down the pen. 
 
    ‘I got a call from him,’ Larry explains. ‘On Monday night. He wanted to know where you were.’ 
 
    A vision of the little black box flits in front of my eyes, leaving a resurrected suspicion in its wake. If Max really didn’t know where I was, that means... 
 
    ‘He did?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    While Larry does his best to seem affronted, I’m back to lining up the evidence against Christophe Dupont. 
 
    ‘Now, I don’t know what’s been going on between you two,’ Larry presses on. ‘And I’m not about to pry, but he was seriously worried. In fact, I’d say he was desperate...’ 
 
    ‘He was?’ Desperate for what, exactly? To put me in my place? To inform me in no uncertain terms that I’m a slut? Probably. Because no matter who planted the bloody tracker, I’ve still been at it like a rabbit on heat with his brother. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Larry says. ‘Desperate. And I hear he’s back in work today, so maybe you’d like to go and speak to him.’ 
 
    ‘Speak to him?’ 
 
    ‘Just do it.’ 
 
    With a dramatic flourish, Larry flounces out of my office, slams the door behind him, struts through the hub and disappears into the kitchen. 
 
    ‘Speak to him?’ I shudder, turning my attention to the snow globe. ‘Why on earth would I want to do that?’ 
 
    Determined to keep busy, and as far away from Mr Delaney as humanly possible, I return to the day’s to-do list. Deciding it’s time to review those Regency Romance covers Marnie worked on last week, I’ve just called them up on my computer when I’m vaguely aware of the door opening again. 
 
    ‘Oh, for fuck’s sake.’ I look up, and freeze. 
 
    ‘Good morning, Miss Fairbrother.’ 
 
    Utterly cool, calm and collected, Max Delaney shuts the door and turns. Sporting a slightly unshaven look, a super expensive tailor-made black suit complete with matching waistcoat and black tie, he seems a little tired and distinctly withdrawn, but the overall effect still renders me entirely incapable of speech. Willing my body to behave and my brain to stay in gear, I watch him take off his jacket, lay it across the back of the guest chair, and take a seat at the opposite side of the desk. 
 
    ‘We’re being watched,’ he says quietly. 
 
    I cast an eye over his shoulder. He’s absolutely right. Without exception, every face in the hub is turned our way. 
 
    ‘So, be careful how you react.’ Straightening his waistcoat, he glances out of the window and finally brings his eyes to rest on mine. Virtually unreadable at first, they quickly find a glow that sets the copper flecks dancing in the light. It’s enough to release a shimmer in my spine, a fair few twinges in my stomach, and a mad, bad fluttering of desire between my thighs – all of which is completely pointless, I remind myself, considering the mess I’ve managed to land myself in. 
 
    ‘Firstly,’ he says, ‘I’m not accepting your resignation.’ 
 
    I blink back confusion. Surely he wants to see me gone. 
 
    ‘Well,’ I breathe, fighting to keep my voice level, and determined to send this walking-talking aphrodisiac packing. ‘Whether or not you accept it, I am leaving.’ 
 
    ‘No, you’re not.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry, Madam Zelda. You’ve got it wrong this time.’ 
 
    His lips twitch. 
 
    ‘If that’s all you’ve got to say...’ I wave at the door. 
 
    ‘I used the term firstly.’ Another twitch. ‘Which usually indicates there’s more.’ 
 
    ‘Get on with it then.’ Breaking eye contact – because I really can’t take much more – I grab my mouse and stare at the computer screen. ‘Time is money, and all that.’ Shit. A steamy image: the back of a bodice, half-unlaced; a dark-haired, sexy hero leaning in to kiss bare skin. 
 
    ‘It certainly is.’ I hear him sigh. ‘Where did you go?’ 
 
    ‘None of your business.’ Dry-mouthed, I flick to the next cover, but it’s no better than the first: the hero and heroine engaged in a full-on, rampant snog. 
 
    ‘I’ve been out of my head with worry.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ Flushing with lust, I click onto my emails. 
 
    ‘You don’t believe me?’ 
 
    I’m really not sure what to believe any more. But I’m not about to admit the truth and make it easy for him, so I shrug and flash him the most sarcastic smile I can muster. 
 
    ‘Fine.’ With a scowl, he leans back and produces his mobile. Tapping the screen a couple of times, he places it on the desk top and slides it towards me. 
 
    With no time to think, I let go of the mouse and catch the phone. 
 
    ‘If you need proof, it’s all there,’ he explains. ‘All the calls to you...and the texts. I tried Larry, but no joy.’ He pauses. His eyes darken. ‘In the end, I called Christophe. Larry told me you were with Marnie, so I figured he might know where the pair of you were. But he didn’t answer.’ He cocks his head. ‘Feel free to nose around.’ 
 
    It’s an invitation I’m not about to refuse. I study Wednesday’s call log. Starting at 8.36 pm, twelve calls to me, and six texts. A call to Larry just after ten. And finally, nine missed calls and two texts, all to Christophe, the last just after three in the morning. I open the texts, and read them. 
 
    Answer your phone. I need to contact Marnie. 
 
    Answer your fucking phone. I need to know where Ella’s gone. 
 
    Thinking of that smug smile plastered across Christophe’s face in the early hours of Thursday morning, I hold my breath. Without a doubt, I’ve just had confirmation of my theory. It wasn’t Max who planted the tracker, or Sebastian either. It was Christophe Dupont. 
 
    ‘Believe me now?’ Max asks. 
 
    ‘I...’ 
 
    He leans forward, rests an elbow on the desk. ‘Why didn’t you answer my calls, Ella?’ 
 
    Because I’ve been a very silly woman. That’s the correct answer. Because I’ve ruined any chances we had together by getting all steamy and kinky with your brother...but you probably already know that. 
 
    ‘Because I threw my mobile in a hedge,’ I mutter, opting for an easier option. 
 
    A faint line appears between his eyebrows. 
 
    ‘It was getting on my nerves,’ I explain. 
 
    ‘You do realise you can just turn these things off?’ He motions to his own mobile. 
 
    I nudge it back to him. ‘Didn’t think of that at the time. I was in a bit of a tizz.’ 
 
    ‘I know.’ 
 
    Great. So, Sebastian has filled him in on the sordid sex situation. And now we’ve come to it: the moment of truth. Having lulled me into a false sense of security, Max is about to hit me with the full force of all his pent-up anger and disgust. Bracing myself for the onslaught, I cringe. 
 
    ‘I hear you were at the club on Monday night,’ he says. 
 
    ‘I was.’ 
 
    ‘And Seb tells me you freaked out.’ 
 
    ‘Sort of.’ 
 
    ‘Because you saw his tattoo.’ 
 
    I swallow hard. Time to own this thing. After all, I’m a woman in control. ‘Well, you obviously know what’s been going on.’ 
 
    He nods, then turns his attention to the snow globe. Completely fixated on the little girl, he says nothing. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry,’ I prompt. 
 
    ‘What for?’ 
 
    ‘You know what for.’ 
 
    ‘I do,’ he murmurs absently. ‘And you’ve got nothing to apologise for.’ 
 
    Really? That’s it? No bitterness? No fury? Not a single recrimination? Confused, I can only conclude he’s already vented his anger on Sebastian...and I’ve been labelled the victim in all of this. Which doesn’t make the slightest bit of difference because when all’s said and done, I’m still his brother’s sloppy seconds. 
 
    ‘I’m here to let you know the truth.’ He looks up from the globe. ‘My brother’s spoken for, one hundred percent.’ 
 
    I laugh. Loudly. ‘Oh, come on.’ I can’t believe it. This man must be living in la-la land. 
 
    ‘One hundred percent,’ he repeats firmly. 
 
    ‘Then maybe he should stick to his woman.’ 
 
    ‘He does.’ 
 
    ‘Get your head out of the sand, Max.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not my head in the sand.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    I watch him swallow, tug at his collar, glance back at the snow globe. I’m still confused, but I’m pretty sure he’s breathing a little faster now, and there’s a vein throbbing on the left side of his neck, and he’s flushing...just a little. 
 
    ‘Well, I’d say the time has come.’ Slowly, very slowly, he unclips his right cufflink, rolls his shirt sleeve up to the elbow, and lays his arm on the desk, palm upwards. ‘It wasn’t Seb.’ 
 
    I drop my gaze to the inside of his forearm. My heartbeat falters, disappears briefly, thunders back to life. And then I hear him speaking. Slowly. Quietly. Pausing between each matter-of-fact statement. 
 
    ‘Two crossed swords. A few years ago. Drunks as lords on holiday. Seemed like a good idea at the time. Matching tattoos. It kind of symbolised something. Me and Seb against the world. Fighting for each other until the end.’ 
 
    Fixated by the swords, I’m overwhelmed by a sudden deluge of memories: the soft touch of his lips; long, lithe fingers trailing across flesh; the warmth of his breath; the weight of his perfect body on mine. 
 
    ‘You,’ I whisper, struggling to pluck a single clear thought from the chaos erupting in my brain. 
 
    ‘Me,’ he confirms. 
 
    ‘It’s an X. Is that why...’ I can’t finish the question. 
 
    But he understands. ‘X was something Celine came up with. Not my choice of pseudonym.’ He runs a finger across the tattoo. ‘It’s just a coincidence.’ 
 
    Finally tearing my eyes away from his arm, I turn to his lips, realising they’ve tasted just about every part of me. ‘Oh God.’ 
 
    ‘Are you okay?’ 
 
    Drawing back the focus, I’m startled by his expression. The shield has gone now, leaving him wide open and vulnerable. And I see nothing but tenderness and concern...maybe even a touch of fear. He’s laying himself bare in front of me. But while I’m relieved it wasn’t Sebastian – and I might have secretly hoped it was Max – now I know for sure, a whole hoard of previously-ignored issues have just surfaced in my brain. 
 
    ‘Okay?’ I seethe. ‘What a stupid question.’ 
 
    ‘I know.’ He shakes his head. ‘I’m sorry.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry?’ 
 
    ‘For everything.’ 
 
    ‘And you think that makes it all better?’ 
 
    ‘No, but it’s a start.’ 
 
    And there’s something new in his eyes. Panic, perhaps. 
 
    ‘Look, I know you’re angry, Ella...’ 
 
    ‘Angry? Of course I’m fucking angry. You used me, Max. How do you think that makes me feel?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know.’ He shifts uneasily in his chair. His face reddens. 
 
    ‘Try violated…degraded…debased. What the fuck were you thinking of?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure.’ 
 
    ‘Not sure?’ I bang a fist on the desk. 
 
    ‘Quieten down,’ he hisses. Leaning back, he rolls down the sleeve. ‘We’re still being watched.’ 
 
    ‘And I don’t give a shit!’ I glance out at the hub. Heads bob down. ‘For fuck’s sake, Max, why did you have to do this here?’ 
 
    ‘Because you threw your fucking phone in a fucking hedge.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, so it’s my fault?’ 
 
    With a shake of the head, he glares at me. And I glare right back. It seems we’re both seething now, spoiling for a fight. And yet, somewhere amid all that seething, I’m beginning to feel distinctly turned on, wishing he’d just launch himself across the desk and snog my bloody face off – Regency Romance book cover style – right in front of all and sundry. 
 
    ‘Sod it,’ I grumble. Before I go anywhere near lust, I need to clear up a few pressing matters, and I might as well start with something all-encompassing and blatantly obvious. ‘What you did was wrong.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve already apologised. And in case you haven’t noticed, I didn’t exactly force you into anything.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, well...’ 
 
    ‘You knew what you were getting into.’ He points an accusing finger at me. ‘You decided to take a risk. You must have known there was a chance it could be me.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but...’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but nothing.’ He checks himself, takes in a few deep breaths. ‘And forgive me if I’ve got this wrong, but I’m pretty sure you enjoyed every minute of it. After all, you kept coming back for more.’ 
 
    Which is perfectly true. So perfectly true, I flush with embarrassment, bite my lip and groan quietly. 
 
    ‘There you go.’ His eyes flicker. 
 
    ‘Don’t look so bloody pleased with yourself.’ 
 
    ‘Why not? I am pleased with myself.’ 
 
    ‘Arrogant twat.’ 
 
    ‘Takes one to know one.’ 
 
    ‘Excuse me? Stick to the main issue here.’ 
 
    ‘Which is?’ 
 
    ‘Generally speaking, bosses don’t go around merrily fucking their employees.’ 
 
    ‘You’re the only employee I’ve ever merrily fucked.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, that’s alright then.’ 
 
    ‘Cut the sarcasm.’ He sets about fastening his cufflink. ‘What we did was consensual...and really fucking good, by the way. In fact, I’d like to do it again.’ He flashes me a dark smile. ‘A lot.’ 
 
    And that does it. A delicious ball of warmth flares to life, right at the apex of my thighs. 
 
    ‘Stop deflecting, Max. It was wrong. You knew I worked for you.’ 
 
    ‘Hold it there.’ Cufflink fastened, he raises a hand to silence me. ‘That first time, I didn’t have a clue.’ 
 
    Oh, for God’s sake. More confusion. ‘But you said...’ 
 
    ‘I know what I said.’ He draws in a breath. ‘I was messing with you, Ella. As far as I was concerned, your name was Ivy and you were a teacher. I didn’t recognise you.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ 
 
    ‘Really.’ He leans forward. ‘Now, just hear me out. I know this is difficult for you, but it’s not exactly easy for me either. And just so we’re clear about this, I consider these next few minutes to be the most important of my life.’ 
 
    Delivered with absolute sincerity, those last words are quick to do their job, nudging me precariously close to understanding and acceptance. With only the slightest hesitation, I give him a small nod. 
 
    ‘I was there to see Seb that night,’ he goes on, lowering his voice. ‘I had no intention of using that room. Hadn’t used it in months. But as soon as I bumped into you, everything changed. I can’t explain it. I just wanted you.’ 
 
    ‘For sex.’ 
 
    ‘At first.’ Momentarily affronted, he blinks. ‘I was all set on tracking you down, but I didn’t have to. There you were, out on the terrace. Why do you think Seb came over?’ 
 
    ‘You fixed that up?’ 
 
    He nods. ‘Wanted an excuse to talk.’ 
 
    I can’t help the grin accompanying my next words. ‘That went well.’ 
 
    Clearly relieved, he grins back. ‘I don’t suppose you remember insulting me half way into next week?’ 
 
    ‘You were moody.’ 
 
    ‘Try nervous.’ 
 
    ‘Nervous?’ I almost laugh. 
 
    ‘Nervous,’ he confirms. ‘I don’t know why, but you have that effect on me.’ 
 
    ‘Please.’ I can barely believe it. I’ve never knowingly brought a man to his knees. And Max Delaney just isn’t the type of man to break a sweat. In fact, he’s self-control personified. 
 
    ‘I am human, you know. And I do get nervous. And I don’t like it, which is why I get moody.’ 
 
    ‘That’s an issue.’ 
 
    ‘I know.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll need to work on it.’ 
 
    ‘Care to help?’ 
 
    Deflecting again. ‘Maybe. But right now, I’d like to move on to the tricky bit. The bit where I blow you out, and you think the next logical step is setting up some sort of weird sex game...’ 
 
    ‘Which you agreed to.’ 
 
    ‘Can you stop reminding me of that? It was warped.’ 
 
    ‘Warped? You do realise we were in a sex club? What we did wasn’t warped by any stretch of the imagination.’ 
 
    ‘And you’d know all about that.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not apologising for things I’ve done in the past. It served a purpose.’ 
 
    ‘It’s how you got your kicks.’ 
 
    With a cock of the head, he repeats the words, slowly this time. ‘It served...a purpose.’ 
 
    ‘How? I can’t think of one good reason why a man like you would need to do that sort of thing.’ 
 
    He sits back.  
 
    ‘Maybe I got sick and tired of women throwing themselves at me for what I own, not who I am. And maybe a man like me can’t live like a monk.’ Utterly determined to make his point, he narrows his eyes. ‘What I had at the club was perfect. Anonymity. No ties. And no one ever got hurt.’ 
 
    ‘And yet you’d stopped,’ I remind him. 
 
    ‘Things change.’ He falters, glances at the snow globe. ‘People change.’ Another pause. ‘When I met you, I was on the verge of giving up that room...’ 
 
    ‘And yet you used it with me.’ 
 
    He locks eyes with me. And there’s something in his gaze – a mixture of reverence, want, complete desire – that sets my pulse racing. I’m about to wave the white flag, and I know it. 
 
    ‘Why?’ I ask. 
 
    ‘Because you turned me on. Because I wanted you more than I’ve ever wanted any other woman. Because you bewitched me the moment I met you. It was like I had no choice.’ He takes in a deep breath, gets to his feet and glances back at the hub. Suddenly, everyone out there seems incredibly busy. ‘Believe me, Ella, I never intended it to happen more than once. Before you, it was always easy to move on. But you were different.’ He speaks slowly, dreamily, as if he’s reliving it right now. ‘You felt right...smelt right...tasted right.’ He looks down at me now, silently begging me to remember how glorious it was. ‘After that first time, I asked Celine to check up on you. That’s when I found out your real name. And I recognised it too. I’d researched Phillips, knew all about their star player. You were a guest of Christophe. It all added up.’ His eyes widen. ‘Imagine my surprise.’ 
 
    ‘Well...yes...’ 
 
    ‘And yes, I should have left it at that, but I couldn’t stay away. That’s why I came down to see you on Monday morning. That’s when the real damage was done.’ 
 
    ‘Meaning?’ I frown. 
 
    He shakes his head, as if the answer’s obvious. ‘Meaning you’re the whole package. Meaning whatever this is, it’s not just physical.’ 
 
    He’s right. It’s not. Incognito, he won over my body. In plain sight, he claimed my soul. I’m an inch closer to that acceptance, but there’s still at least one question to be asked. 
 
    ‘So why did you carry on?’ 
 
    He glances out of the window. ‘I knew it was wrong. I knew I should stop. I wanted to go about things the normal way, but you didn’t want anything to do with me.’ He blows out a breath. ‘Remember that text I sent you?’ 
 
    Yes, I do. I know exactly which one he’s referring to. ‘I’m addicted,’ I murmur. 
 
    ‘And your reply?’ 
 
    ‘It’s mutual.’ 
 
    ‘We both understand the nature of addiction, Ella. You know it’s wrong, but you can’t think straight, and you need your fix.’ 
 
    I’m temporarily distracted by a figure at my door. A middle-aged, suited man I’ve never seen before raises a hand to knock, then seems to think twice. Time’s running out. And there’s something else I need to know. 
 
    ‘Were you ever planning to own up?’ I ask. 
 
    ‘Of course. I tried...’ 
 
    He gets no chance to explain further. The loitering man comes to a decision. He knocks at the door and enters immediately. 
 
    ‘Mr Delaney.’ 
 
    Max glances back and frowns. ‘Not now, Michael.’ 
 
    ‘We need to talk, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Later. I’m busy.’ He returns his attention to me. 
 
    ‘But it’s rather urgent.’ 
 
    ‘So, tell me now.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think this is the appropriate place, sir.’ 
 
    ‘It’ll do. Spit it out.’ 
 
    The man hesitates, eyes me suspiciously. ‘It’s your father.’ 
 
    ‘What about him?’ 
 
    ‘I’m afraid...he’s gone.’ 
 
    I’m the only one who sees it – a deep, unmistakable flash of fear in Max Delaney’s eyes. Within a couple of seconds, it’s gone again, hidden away behind a cool, calm, well-practised façade. Taking in a breath, he retrieves his jacket from the back of the chair and shrugs it on. ‘So...’ he says quietly. ‘I’d appreciate it if you didn’t mention this to anyone, Ella. We’ll be making a formal announcement later, to the press.’ 
 
    ‘I won’t say a word,’ I assure him, thoroughly floored by the news. 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ With a curt nod, he makes his way to the door, pauses and looks back at me. ‘And we’re not finished yet. Not by a long shot.’ 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    After two bombshells in a row, it’s no surprise I barely manage to concentrate for the rest of the morning. It takes an hour or so for the shock waves to pass. I busy myself with a few simple tasks, half-aware that the world has quietly shifted on its axis, leaving me in a better place...on firmer ground. After all, with Sebastian firmly out of the picture, the door’s just reopened to a future with Max. And in spite of strange beginnings, it’s a future I want. 
 
    By the time I’ve fired off a few emails and reviewed a couple of blurbs, the relief I expected finally arrives, bringing with it a sense of calm, a willingness to accept the fact we both made mistakes, and a determination to put them all behind us. After a quick coffee, I spend the rest of the morning digging into a mountain of tasks, occasionally drifting away into thought, wondering where he is, how he’s coping with a terrible situation. But more often than not, I’m fizzing with excitement at what’s to come. 
 
    I’m on my way out to grab a sandwich when I reel to a halt in the hub, thrown off course by the sight of half the office crowding round a computer screen. 
 
    Emerging from the huddle, Marnie joins me. ‘Have you heard?’ 
 
    ‘Heard what?’ 
 
    ‘Phillip Delaney’s dead.’ 
 
    ‘Is he?’ I do my best to feign surprise. ‘Shit.’ 
 
    ‘Shit, indeed. Because now the Prince of Darkness takes over.’ 
 
    ‘Is that a problem?’ 
 
    ‘Could be.’ She glances back at our colleagues. ‘What happened this morning?’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Max’s little visit?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, that. Nothing much.’ 
 
    ‘It didn’t look like nothing much.’ 
 
    I bet it didn’t. And now I’m going to have to come up with a cover story, and quickly too. ‘He was annoyed...that I took time off work without asking.’ 
 
    ‘Well I took time off work without asking, and I didn’t get a reprimand.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, and he says I should talk to you about it. But I said it was my fault. Because it was.’ 
 
    It’s obvious she doesn’t believe a word I’m saying. She folds her arms and narrows her eyes. ‘Did he mention anything about Sebastian?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘So he doesn’t know?’ 
 
    ‘Not sure.’ I shrug. ‘Anyway, I think he’s got more important things on his mind at the minute, what with his father...’ I trail into silence, realise a change of topic is in order and decide a spot of work-related fobbing-off should do the trick. ‘How’s it going with The Devil Inside?’ I ask breezily. ‘The final copy edits?’ 
 
    She bites back a scowl. ‘They’re not due until next week.’ 
 
    ‘Change of plan. I could really do with them by tomorrow.’ And that should keep her busy. 
 
    ‘Tomorrow?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. Oh, and I’ve just remembered. I promised to call Pat.’ Giving up on the sandwich, I start back towards my office. ‘And don’t let anyone bother me for the rest of the day.’ I wave a hand. ‘Too much to do.’ 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As soon as I’m home, I draw the curtains against a rainy evening, flick on the television and head straight to the fridge. Ignoring the bottle of white resting on the bottom shelf, I gather up a handful of ingredients – a lonely onion, a handful of aging mushrooms, a jar of passata, half a pack of fresh pasta, still usable – and set about rustling up dinner while I listen to the twenty-four-hour news, hardly surprised to discover it’s dominated by the death of Phillip Delaney. 
 
    Headlines quickly give way to discussion: a stream of media experts digging through the old man’s murky past, exploring what his death means for the future of DelCorp, predicting Max will now take full control. ‘He’s been groomed for this role,’ a disembodied voice declares. ‘It’s going to be business as usual. He’s cut from the same cloth as his father.’ 
 
    Half-way through dishing up a thoroughly underwhelming meal, I freeze. That’s exactly what Christophe said. Christophe... 
 
    ‘Fuck.’ 
 
    Caught up in the day’s drama, I’ve managed to push all thoughts of him out of my head, until now. But I seriously need to share my suspicions with Marnie, and I need to do it soon. Because if I’m right, she’s involved with a dangerous man. I glance at my handbag, remember I don’t have her number stored on my new phone and realise I’ll have to drive over to her place tonight. The prospect of yet another confrontation immediately robs me of any appetite. I’m just scraping dinner into the bin when I’m startled by the sound of the doorbell. 
 
    Dumping my plate on the draining board, I rush to the front door and peer through the peephole. I can just about make out the face in the gloom. With a quaking heart, I open the door. 
 
    ‘Max? What are you doing here?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve come for that cup of sugar.’ 
 
    Still in his work suit, but drenched through, he wipes a few drops of rain from his face and squints at me. The man’s a complete mess – there’s a tear in his trousers, splotches of mud all over his shoes, and he’s obviously exhausted – but my body can’t help giving way to its habitual reaction. With immediate effect, the quakes increase ten-fold, reducing me to a breathless, trembling idiot. 
 
    ‘I don’t have any...’ I blurt. 
 
    ‘Yes, you do.’ Clearly in no mood to debate anything on my doorstep, he pushes straight past me. 
 
    ‘Wait! You can’t just barge in.’ 
 
    ‘Doing it,’ he calls over his shoulder. 
 
    Gathering my wits, I glance up and down the street. Apart from the Audi, there’s no sign of lurking bodyguards. And given the state of him, I can only guess he’s walked here. Shaking my head, I close the door and follow him into the living room, only to find him motionless in front of the television, totally fixated on footage of his father. 
 
    ‘You’re on your own?’ 
 
    ‘Sick of being followed.’ Grabbing the remote from the coffee table, he presses pause, silences the babble and leaves an image of Phillip Delaney frozen on the screen. 
 
    ‘You look like you’ve been dragged through a hedge backwards.’ 
 
    ‘No hedge.’ He glances down at his torn trousers. ‘Climbed over a wall at the back of the house. There’s a bench, a couple of footholds. Slipped a bit.’ As if he’s only just realising how ridiculous he sounds, he arches an eyebrow at me. ‘Look, we’ve got journalists at the front gate. If I’d driven over, they’d have followed. And besides, Chesty wouldn’t let me out of his sight.’ He lets out an exasperated breath. ‘That’s the problem with hiring consummate professionals. They always insist on doing their bloody job.’ 
 
    ‘But won’t they tell him where you are?’ I motion to the window. ‘The Audi men?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ With a smile, he places the remote back on the table. ‘Open to bribery. Not consummate professionals at all. So...about that cup of sugar.’ 
 
    A delectable heat flares between my thighs. I know exactly what he’s getting at. But it doesn’t feel right. 
 
    ‘Max, you shouldn’t be here, not tonight.’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’ His eyes fix on mine: two deep, dark pools of determination. ‘I want to be here. Especially tonight.’ 
 
    ‘But, your father...’ I hesitate. ‘Shouldn’t you be with your family?’ 
 
    ‘They’re fine,’ he frowns. ‘They don’t need me. But I need you.’ Silently begging permission to stay, he watches me, waiting for the slightest reaction. 
 
    Suddenly overwhelmed by an urge to look after him, and mesmerised by those copper flecks, I give him a small nod. ‘Take off your jacket. Put it on a radiator. I’ll get you a towel.’ 
 
    Partly to prevent a ridiculous scene – in which I throw myself at a handsome, soggy man and prematurely declare my undying love – I escape upstairs and retrieve a clean towel from the airing cupboard. And then, towel in hand, and practically vibrating with excitement at the thought of some hot, sweaty action, I prepare my bedroom. With the lamp switched on, the bed smoothed over and the curtains closed, I turn my thoughts to condoms, recalling there’s a box-full in the top of the wardrobe – a relic of my time with the ex. I’ve just grabbed a couple of packets, meaning to stow them away in the bedside drawer, when I glance at the doorway and stop in my tracks. 
 
    ‘What are you doing up here?’ 
 
    ‘Just wondered why you were taking so long.’ That deep, husky voice sends a shiver right through me. ‘Thought you might have jumped ship.’ 
 
    He approaches slowly, his face coming into focus. His eyes flick to my hand. He’s suddenly cocky, self-assured, and I can barely breathe. For all the world, he looks as if he’s about to take me right here. And if he did, I wouldn’t really complain. But he doesn’t. Instead, with a knowing smile, he simply takes the towel from my left hand...and leaves the room. 
 
    ‘Stupid, stupid, stupid.’ Gathering my senses, I store the condoms in the drawer of my bedside cabinet, banish all signs of embarrassment and return downstairs. 
 
    He’s in the kitchen now, searching through my fridge. 
 
    ‘Hungry?’ I ask. 
 
    He straightens up, a little sheepish, and brandishes the bottle of white. While he dries his hair, I take the bottle, fill a glass and hand it to him. 
 
    He downs it in one go. ‘I needed that.’ 
 
    I pour him a second, not so much this time. ‘Shall we?’ I motion to the living room. 
 
    A few moments later, we’re sitting side-by-side on the sofa. Nursing his wine – and anything but relaxed – he leans forward and rests his elbows on his knees. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry about your dad,’ I offer. 
 
    ‘Don’t be.’ He slides his glass onto the coffee table, runs his fingers through his hair, trying to tidy it a little. ‘We knew it was coming.’ With a deep breath, he finally settles back and looks at me. ‘Cancer. Diagnosed three years ago. Last time I was here, he took a turn for the worse.’ 
 
    ‘Sebastian’s phone call?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    I’m lost for words. And so, with a long silence hovering between us, broken only by the pattering of rain against the window, I slip my hand over his, and give him a little time. 
 
    ‘I always thought it would be a relief.’ He focusses on my hand. ‘Never thought I’d feel like this.’ 
 
    ‘Like what?’ 
 
    He seems to think before making his choice. ‘Sad.’ 
 
    One simple word. It cracks my heart. Gazing at his face, I realise that when I thought I’d seen his true vulnerability earlier, in my office, it was nothing to this. With the all-powerful, all-controlling façade shattered, he seems nothing more than a lost little boy. I squeeze his hand. 
 
    ‘It’s understandable. He was your father.’ 
 
    ‘He was a bastard.’ 
 
    I catch my breath, completely thrown by his honesty. ‘But...’ 
 
    ‘A bastard,’ he insists. ‘And I never told him that. I never told him what I really thought of him.’ He shakes his head. ‘Maybe that’s why I feel this way... Maybe I should have told him.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think it would have made much difference. Don’t beat yourself up about it.’ 
 
    He withdraws the hand, rubs his forehead. 
 
    ‘And don’t hide from me, Max. The blindfold’s off now. I want to see you for who you really are.’ 
 
    He looks back at me. ‘You do?’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    ‘Then you need to know about him,’ he says, getting abruptly to his feet. He moves across the room, studies his father’s face and begins to reel off a quiet list of attributes. ‘Manipulative. Sadistic. Ruthless. Controlling. Heartless. Everything you thought I was, that was Phillip Delaney. You have no idea.’ He leans downs and switches off the television. ‘I hated him.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not surprised.’ 
 
    ‘For what he did to my mother.’ He glances at me, anger brewing in every sinew and fibre of his being, and then he drifts into a brooding silence. 
 
    ‘Tell me, Max.’ 
 
    He nods, takes in a deep breath as if summoning every last particle of resolve, and then he makes a start. ‘She could have had any man she wanted. God knows why she chose him. I’ll never understand. When she’d given him what he wanted, he treated her like shit. It’s as simple as that.’ He chews at his bottom lip. ‘You know, I’ll be the first to admit I’ve been no angel, but I’ve never cheated on a woman...never treated her with such complete disdain she couldn’t face another day. He put her through hell. He destroyed her. And I hated him for it.’ 
 
    ‘If she was unhappy, why didn’t she leave?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know for sure.’ He shrugs. ‘I suppose he threatened to take us away from her. I think she was scared of him.’ 
 
    ‘And that’s why she drank?’ 
 
    His brows furrow. ‘I suppose so. All that started when we were little. It was probably all the ammunition he needed.’ He pauses. ‘She loved us. She was terrified of losing us...so she stayed with him and tried to blot it all out. A vicious circle. I don’t blame her for it.’ 
 
    I can’t help thinking of something he’s already shared with me. ‘But the booze didn’t kill her...’ 
 
    ‘No,’ he says crisply, rubbing a hand over his chin. ‘Accidental overdose. That was the official cause of death.’ 
 
    I’m about to get up and offer a hug when he hits me with another revelation. 
 
    ‘There was nothing accidental about it.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know?’ 
 
    ‘Because I’m the one who found her.’ He levels his eyes on me. ‘I was thirteen when she died. Seb was eight – and thank God he was staying with our uncle at the time. He’d already been through enough. The old man was off swanning about in the States, fixing up some big, fancy business deal. Apart from the staff, I was the only one at home, back from boarding school for the Easter holidays.’ He blinks away a tear. ‘I called an ambulance, but it was already too late. And the note she left magically disappeared...but not before I’d read it.’ He blinks slowly, as if he’s back there right now. A bleak emptiness invades his eyes. ‘She’d had enough.’ 
 
    ‘I’m so sorry, Max.’ 
 
    He picks up his glass and slugs back the rest of his wine. ‘You know what my father did when he got home?’ He slams the glass back on the table, wipes his mouth and answers his own question. ‘He hit me.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘For calling 999.’ 
 
    It’s a matter-of-fact response that sends a chill down my spine. My own father might have been a failure, but he was never that callous. 
 
    ‘When you’re Phillip Delaney, you keep your dirty little secrets to yourself,’ Max goes on. ‘If it hadn’t been for a loyal, quick-thinking housekeeper, the whole world would have known he’d driven his wife to kill herself.’ 
 
    I look up at him now, touched that he’s sharing this story with me, opening himself up and letting me in. I know it’s no easy feat. Because his voice might be measured and quiet, but the tell-tale signs are definitely there – a tight jaw, hunched shoulders, hands balled into fists – fury and hatred bubbling just beneath the surface. And I get it, I really do. I just don’t understand why he stayed silent all these years, why he chose the path he did. 
 
    ‘Why the hell did you work for him, Max?’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t have much choice.’ He stares at the blank television screen. ‘After she died, I went off the rails a bit, fucked up at school, failed my GCSEs. My father said he wasn’t prepared to waste any more money on my education. Either I worked for him or I’d be out on my ear, cut off from everything and everyone, including Seb. And I didn’t much fancy that.’ 
 
    ‘But you stayed so long...’ 
 
    He runs a hand over his face, shakes his head. 
 
    ‘You can tell me everything.’ I get to my feet. ‘And we don’t need an NDA.’ I take a step towards him, sense a crackle of electricity in the air, touch his arm. ‘Max.’ 
 
    He gives a start and turns to me. Silent for the next minute or so, he does nothing but gaze into my eyes. At last, his eyelids flicker and lips part. 
 
    ‘The more I got to know his ways, the more I hated him,’ he says quickly, as if he’s forcing a confession into the open before he can change his mind. ‘You wouldn’t believe the shit he was into: tax avoidance, raiding pension funds, fraud on a grand scale, the lot. Not to mention the newspapers, the TV holdings. He didn’t think twice about using power to ruin an enemy, Ella. And the truth is I couldn’t stand his friends, his associates, his business partners. I didn’t agree with his beliefs, didn’t like the things he did or said. And no, I never admitted to that, not while he was alive, not publicly, because that would have been the end of it.’ 
 
    ‘The end of what?’ 
 
    He hesitates. ‘I had to do something. No one else ever reined him in. That’s why I decided to operate from the inside. At least that way, I had some influence. And it worked, too. The more he trusted me, the more control he handed over, the more I could do things the right way.’ 
 
    ‘A snake in the grass?’ I smile. 
 
    ‘Something like that,’ he smiles back, banishing all traces of anger. 
 
    ‘So it was all an act? All those years?’ 
 
    ‘Eighteen of them, to be precise.’ He blows out a lungful of air. His shoulders slump and he lowers his head. 
 
    ‘Enough of the past,’ I tell him, tipping his face back up with a finger under the chin. ‘It’s over now.’ 
 
    Slowly, his eyes glimmer back to life. ‘It’s time to be me. Trouble is, I don’t exactly remember who I am.’ 
 
    Once again, I’m captivated by those deep chocolate irises, enveloped in absolute tenderness and desire. I’m done for. No doubt about it. Caught in a trap I’ve no wish to escape. 
 
    ‘I never meant to use you, Ella. You’ve got to believe me.’ 
 
    ‘I do.’ 
 
    ‘I wanted to tell you, but it was never the right time.’ 
 
    ‘I know.’ 
 
    ‘I thought if I could just win you over, you might understand.’ 
 
    ‘You did win me over.’ 
 
    ‘I know.’ He grimaces at his own cockiness. ‘I mean, I had an inkling. Celine told me what you said.’ 
 
    ‘And to think I trusted her...’ I reach up and brush a finger across his cheek. 
 
    ‘That’s why I turned up at The Ritz.’ He slips an arm around my waist. ‘I was all set to tell you the truth that night, only...’ 
 
    ‘I ruined your trousers.’ 
 
    He draws me closer to his chest and brings a hand to my back, just between my shoulder blades. ‘You were upset about your mum. Not the best time for a confession.’ 
 
    ‘Not really.’ 
 
    ‘And then last weekend, I was on the verge of it again, but...’ 
 
    ‘The phone call?’ 
 
    ‘That...and something you said.’ 
 
    I rummage through memories. ‘Secrets and deception?’ 
 
    ‘No basis for a relationship.’ 
 
    ‘That stopped you? I was only trying to get you to own up.’ 
 
    ‘You were?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. I did have my suspicions, you know.’ 
 
    He stares at me in wonder. ‘For fuck’s sake. If I’d known...’ 
 
    ‘Enough.’ I place an index finger on his lips. ‘You know you’re forgiven. Now stop wittering on and kiss me.’ 
 
    With a smile, he lowers his mouth to mine and delivers a gentle kiss, giving me time to luxuriate in the familiar perfection of his lips before a hand comes to the back of my head, holding me tight as the kiss grows in force. Soaking up my faltering breaths with a new passion, an increased intensity, he’s claiming me completely now, and I’m all too willing to let him do it – because it feels so right to be back in his arms, so natural to mould myself to the contours of his body. 
 
    ‘I’ve got a little something for you,’ he announces when he’s done. 
 
    He takes me by the hand and leads me back to the kitchen, where he opens the fridge and produces a little black box. 
 
    ‘Where did that come from?’ 
 
    ‘Fridge fairies,’ he laughs quietly. ‘Either that, or I panicked earlier and hid it under the cheese.’ 
 
    ‘You sneaky sod.’ 
 
    ‘You already know me so well.’ He hands me the box. ‘Open it.’ 
 
    Slowly, tentatively, I lift the lid and gasp at the sight of a little silver necklace, complete with heart pendant. 
 
    ‘Last time I was here, I took a photo of that picture.’ He nods to the living room. ‘The one with the pigtails. I had a replica made.’ 
 
    I take the necklace from its satin bed. ‘It’s beautiful.’ 
 
    ‘And probably a bit cold.’ He taps the heart. ‘Look after it. It’s platinum.’ 
 
    ‘You shouldn’t have.’ 
 
    ‘I can do what I like.’ 
 
    I turn the necklace in my hands, admiring the intricate knot work as it glistens in the lamplight. And then I take in a sharp breath. Yet again, although he’s spent the last few minutes at the back of my head, it seems Christophe Dupont’s anything but happy to stay there. 
 
    ‘The necklace,’ I say. ‘The real one. I think I know who took it.’ 
 
    ‘You do?’ 
 
    As soon as I nod, he pulls a chair out from the table, motions for me to sit on it, and takes a seat at my side. And then, with a hand on mine, he listens intently while I recount the story of Southwold, including all the lies pedalled by Christophe. 
 
    ‘I think you’re right,’ he says at last. 
 
    ‘But why would he do those things? What’s his motive?’ 
 
    ‘Let’s just say it’s complicated.’ 
 
    ‘I need more than that.’ 
 
    He sits back and pulls his mobile from his trouser pocket. ‘Christophe’s a born trouble-maker. He doesn’t like to see me happy.’ 
 
    ‘But is he dangerous?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know.’ Flicking onto a contact, he holds the phone to his ear. ‘But I’m not taking any chances.’ Someone answers. ‘Chesty, I’m at Ella’s house.’ He closes his eyes, listening while his Head of Security indulges in a rant. ‘Yes, well...I fancied being alone.’ More ranting. ‘It’s done now. Listen. I’m bringing her back to mine. We’ll catch a lift in the Audi.’ He shoots me a look, telling me this isn’t open to negotiation. ‘And I need you to do something for me, Chesty. It’s urgent. Ella’s friend, Marnie. She needs protection.’ He hands me the phone. ‘Give him the address.’ 
 
    Job done, I return the mobile. 
 
    ‘And put some tabs on Christophe,’ Max presses on. ‘I want to know exactly where he is at all times.’ He listens to Chesty. ‘Yes, absolutely necessary. We’re getting down to the wire. I’ll explain when I’m back. Just make sure everything’s in place...tonight.’ He ends the call. 
 
    ‘Down to the wire?’ I ask. ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    With a shake of the head, he stands up and encourages me to do the same. ‘It doesn’t matter.’ 
 
    ‘And I’m coming back to yours?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, you are.’ He draws me in for another long kiss. ‘No arguments this time. Go and pack a bag. And don’t forget those condoms.’ 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    Within half an hour, I’m ready to go. Sporting a wrap-around dress, a pair of heels and my work coat, I lumber downstairs carrying two bags: one hastily packed with clothes, the other with everything I need for work. After consulting the Audi men and making sure the house is secure, Max meets me at the front door and hands me my pashmina. 
 
    ‘For the press,’ he explains. ‘You might want to hide.’ 
 
    He takes the bags, leads me out to the car and holds the door like a complete gentleman, helping me inside while the driver stows the luggage in the boot. With Max settled next to me on the back seat, we make the quick journey to Hanover Terrace, where I duck under the pashmina and lie across his lap until we finally come to a halt. 
 
    ‘You can come out now.’ He pats me lightly on the back. 
 
    Drawing back the pashmina, I sit up and peer out of the window at the grand Georgian house. 
 
    ‘Your home for the next few days, at least.’ 
 
    I’m about to ask him what he means by ‘at least’ when he springs from the car and slams the door. Circling round to my side, he helps me out and guides me towards the open front door. 
 
    ‘Have you lost your fucking mind?’ Standing at the top of the steps, with his arms firmly folded and my bags already at his feet, Chesty glares down at his boss. 
 
    Max holds up a hand. ‘Don’t start, watch your language and take these bags up to my bedroom.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not a fucking butler.’ 
 
    ‘Language. Just do me a favour.’ 
 
    The big man gives me a careful once-over before picking up the bags and turning on his heels. 
 
    ‘And let Mrs Keele know we’ve got a guest staying,’ Max calls. ‘Two for breakfast.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir,’ he grates, in a voice edged with mock deference. 
 
    ‘And tell her the top floor’s off-limits tonight.’ 
 
    ‘I bet it is.’ 
 
    Watching Chesty disappear from view, I wrestle back a laugh. ‘Do all your staff talk to you like that?’ 
 
    ‘They’re not just my staff,’ Max smiles. ‘And I apologise for Chesty’s appalling language. He’s a bit rough round the edges, but the best in the business.’ 
 
    ‘And a little bit riled.’ 
 
    ‘Probably needs a long lie-down in a dark room. Anyway, let’s give you a proper introduction to my lair.’ 
 
    Placing a palm at the base of my spine, and unleashing a quick burst of adrenalin in the process, he shepherds me inside and pauses in the entrance hall. 
 
    ‘You’ve been here before, of course.’ 
 
    ‘Uh huh.’ I look round in awe, taking it all in properly this time: the sweeping staircase and marbled floor; a long corridor leading to the back of the house, flanked by at least three doors on each side. ‘Very tasteful,’ I remark with complete honesty. ‘Very...elegant.’ 
 
    ‘This is where the staff are based,’ he tells me. ‘It’s all their domain, apart from down there.’ He points to the end of the corridor. ‘Swimming pool.’ 
 
    ‘A pool?’ I gurgle. ‘You’ve got a swimming pool?’ 
 
    ‘Billionaire,’ he reminds me. ‘It’s standard. Come on.’ He leads me up the staircase to the first floor, and halts on the landing. ‘So, this floor is all about business. You already know the reception room.’ 
 
    I glance through the doorway, and wince at memories of my terrible behaviour. 
 
    ‘And then there’s my study.’ He motions to a closed door. ‘You’ve been in there too.’ 
 
    I wince again. ‘I’m sorry...about…you know.’ 
 
    ‘No more apologies,’ he warns. ‘It’s all in the past.’ A glint of mischief flashes in his eyes. ‘By the way, you do know I nearly kissed you that night?’ 
 
    Still thoroughly embarrassed, I manage a nod. 
 
    ‘I also made a mental note to myself.’ 
 
    ‘You did?’ 
 
    ‘To take you back in there one day…and fuck you senseless over my desk.’ 
 
    Oh, my Lord. A thoroughly distracting twinge below. ‘I see.’ 
 
    He motions to another door. ‘That’s a sitting room. No one uses it. Could be your office.’ 
 
    ‘Are you suggesting...’ 
 
    Giving me no time to finish my question, he grabs my hand and virtually drags me up the next set of stairs to the second landing. 
 
    ‘Bedrooms.’ He waves a hand at five closed doors. ‘Supposedly for guests, but I can think of better uses.’ 
 
    ‘Better?’ 
 
    Suddenly, my brain’s in a complete tizzy. Not only am I apparently staying for ‘at least’ a few days, but I’ve also been allocated an office. And if I’m not much mistaken, he’s just made some oblique reference to a future family life. I’m about to pin him down with a few timely questions when his grip tightens on my hand, and I’m ushered up a final flight of stairs. 
 
    ‘And now for the finale.’ 
 
    I stop, admiring the myriad paintings that cover the walls: a variety of landscapes and seascapes, water colours and oils; and right next to me, a black and white engraving of Sebastian’s club in its heyday, back in the thirties. 
 
    He notes my interest. ‘It belonged to my mother’s family. She was an only child, stood to inherit the lot, but she died before that happened. My grandfather passed away about ten years after her. He left the estate to me.’ 
 
    ‘It’s yours?’ 
 
    He shakes his head. ‘I sold it to Seb a few years ago.’ 
 
    ‘For a pittance, I expect.’ 
 
    ‘It was all it was worth. And he needed something...’ Studying the picture, he trails into silence. 
 
    And I realise I’ve just been granted another nugget of information. Max understood his brother would benefit more from owning the property, and I’m willing to bet he even bank-rolled some of the renovation. The more I get to know about this man, the more I admire him. 
 
    ‘So you’re related to Sir Arthur Francombe?’ 
 
    ‘Great-grandfather.’ He shrugs it off. ‘A man with a serious predilection for pleasure.’ 
 
    ‘It’s in the blood then?’ 
 
    ‘Certainly is.’ 
 
    As if to prove the point, he slides his arms around me and draws me in for another endless kiss. 
 
    ‘Now.’ Finally, he lets me go. ‘I’d like to introduce you to my private area.’ 
 
    ‘Already been there.’ 
 
    ‘Naughty.’ He gives the end of my nose a playful touch. ‘You know what I mean. Nobody ever comes up here apart from family, close friends, security, and Mrs Keele.’ 
 
    A woman he’s mentioned before. ‘Who is Mrs Keele?’ 
 
    ‘My housekeeper.’ 
 
    ‘Silly me. Of course you have a housekeeper.’ And why wouldn’t he? After all, he’s a billionaire with a swimming pool, and more rooms than you can shake a stick at. ‘Okay...’ I hesitate. ‘So, am I about to see the real Max Delaney?’ 
 
    ‘Probably.’ He points to an open door on the left. ‘That’s his bedroom, by the way, should you be interested. And this...’ he motions to the right, ‘is where he hangs out.’ 
 
    I follow him into a space that’s pretty much the same layout as the reception room two floors below. But this time, it’s decorated in a far more homely style. Sucking in a breath, I admire rich oak floorboards and expensive Persian rugs; cream-coloured walls interspersed with yet more paintings; alcoves taken up with shelving, every single shelf crammed with books. If I had the money – and a housekeeper – this is exactly what my living room would look like. 
 
    ‘What do you think?’ he asks. 
 
    ‘I love it.’ 
 
    And I do. I love it all. Beginning with an open fireplace flanked by two huge russet sofas, my eyes rove over an array of sumptuous armchairs and occasional tables, a grand piano topped with a selection of silver-framed photographs, a set of glass bi-fold doors to the rear. Clearly high-end and outrageously expensive, every last piece of furnishing and every last ornament fits perfectly, creating an overall effect that’s rich and comfortable, but nowhere near opulent. 
 
    ‘But it’s not what I expected.’ 
 
    He laughs quietly. ‘What did you expect? No, don’t tell me. Blacked-out windows. A coffin in the corner.’ 
 
    ‘A few candelabras, perhaps. Cobwebs...lots of cobwebs.’ 
 
    Out of nowhere, my stomach rumbles. 
 
    He glances down. ‘You’re hungry. I think it’s time to finally prove I’m human.’ 
 
    ‘How?’ 
 
    He leads me to the back of the house, through a doorway to the left and straight into a kitchen. At least three times the size of mine, it’s fitted out with super-swish grey cabinets and marble worktops. Half-expecting he’s about to prove his humanity by giving me a damn good seeing-to on the luxuriously huge island, I watch him saunter over to the biggest stainless steel fridge I’ve ever seen. He opens the door. 
 
    ‘See,’ he announces, triumphantly. ‘Unlike you, I actually have food in my fridge.’ 
 
    ‘Unlike me, you have someone to do the shopping.’ 
 
    ‘Touché.’ 
 
    ‘And how does this prove you’re human?’ I approach the fridge. 
 
    ‘Well, as far as I’m aware, vampires don’t eat.’ 
 
    ‘As far as I’m aware, vampires are devious sods. This might just be for show.’ I inspect the contents. It certainly is well-stocked. ‘Mind you, no bottles of blood.’ 
 
    ‘I prefer it straight from the throat.’ 
 
    ‘No jewellery either.’ 
 
    ‘Isn’t there?’ He makes a show of scanning the shelves. ‘How remiss of me.’ 
 
    Shared laughter quickly relaxes into a contented lovers’ silence. 
 
    ‘How about I rustle up something to eat?’ I suggest. 
 
    ‘How about we do it together?’ He shuts the door. ‘Just give me half an hour to sort a few things and freshen up. It’s been a hell of a day.’ He pecks me on the lips. ‘In the meantime, make yourself at home. Nothing’s out of bounds.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing,’ he confirms, disappearing from the kitchen and leaving me in a daze. 
 
    If I’m not much mistaken, I’ve just been invited to dig my nose into Max Delaney’s world, and it’s not an opportunity I’m about to pass on. Heading back to the living room, I’m immediately drawn to his vast collection of books, and more than slightly amused to discover they’re strictly organised into fiction and non-fiction, and then by alphabetical order. I pull out a few novels at random, and realise they’re not simply for show. Ranging from ancient, dog-eared copies of the classics to a wide selection of modern books, the majority have obviously been read at least once. It’s a revelation that leaves me smiling – because it means his interest in Phillips is real. And not only that. I’ve got a secret bookworm on my hands. Knowing we’ll get on just fine in that respect, I move on to the piano and begin to pick my way through the gallery of faces laid out on top: various images of his mother; Max and Sebastian in their childhood years; an older man I don’t recognise; a more recent picture of Sebastian, arm in arm with a mysterious woman; Zach, the newly-discovered half-brother beaming into the lens on a sunny beach. It’s obvious that Max is a man who values his family, with one notable exception: there’s not a single picture of his father. 
 
    Deciding I’ve gleaned enough from the photographs, I’m just making a start on the paintings when I hear Max’s voice from across the hallway. Temptation gets the better of me and before I know it, I’m sneaking across the landing and drawing to a halt in his bedroom, stopped in my tracks by the sight of a super king-size bed. Trying to ignore the frisson of lust kicking off down below, I glance through into the en-suite where, still fully dressed, Max is standing with his back to me, listening intently to someone on the phone. 
 
    ‘Thank you,’ he says. ‘I appreciate it. Yes. Thank you. Goodbye.’ 
 
    My eyes return to the bed and that frisson doubles in size, overwhelming me with anticipation. 
 
    ‘I was about to have a shower.’ His voice comes from behind, low and husky...and close. 
 
    ‘What stopped you?’ I ask innocently. 
 
    ‘A phone call from the Prime Minister.’ 
 
    ‘Impressive.’ 
 
    ‘And a beautiful woman in my bedroom. It’s all very distracting.’ 
 
    A finger brushes my neck. With a quiet moan, I close my eyes and tip my head to one side while arms encircle my waist and draw me in close. I feel his breath against my throat, and then his warm lips trailing kisses from just beneath my ear, all the way down to my shoulder. 
 
    He loosens his hold. ‘Turn around.’ 
 
    As soon as I do, I’m rendered immobile, transfixed by the expression on his face – an intoxicating mixture of raw desire and absolute reverence. It leaves me wondering if I’m about to sink to the floor in a befuddled, wanton heap. Thank goodness he takes control, wrapping both arms around me and drawing me in for another kiss. When he’s finished, he draws back and unfastens the tie around my waist, allowing the dress to part. 
 
    ‘Beautiful.’ Gently, he runs a palm across my stomach and up to my left breast. ‘No underwear, Miss Fairbrother?’ 
 
    ‘Couldn’t find anything suitable...’ Zinging with sexual energy, I falter. ‘For the occasion.’ 
 
    He takes the nipple between his thumb and forefinger, watching me intently as he slowly massages it to attention. 
 
    ‘Oh God.’ I raise my hands to his chest. ‘Wait...’ 
 
    Ignoring my plea, his left hand comes to the back of my head and holds me in place while he kisses me again. 
 
    ‘I said wait,’ I gasp. ‘This isn’t fair.’ 
 
    ‘How’s that?’ 
 
    ‘You’ve seen me naked plenty of times.’ 
 
    ‘And?’ 
 
    ‘I’m playing catch-up.’ Determined to set some new parameters in this relationship, I push myself out of his grip. ‘Before we do anything else, I want to see you in all your glory.’ I shuffle back, perch on the end of the bed and summon my inner dominatrix. ‘Take off your clothes, Mr Delaney.’ 
 
    That tiny line appears between his brows. ‘Pardon?’ 
 
    ‘You heard me. Clothes. Off.’ I cross my legs and lean back, causing the dress to slip away from my breasts. 
 
    With a shake of the head, he begins to move forward. 
 
    ‘Ah ah,’ I scold. ‘Do as you’re told. You’ve had the upper hand for long enough. If you think I’m the sort of woman to take everything lying down, you’re in for a surprise.’ I raise my chin, defiantly. ‘I demand an inspection.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, you do?’ His eyes twinkle with understanding. His lips rise into a smile, a little more on the left than the right, producing a gorgeously lob-sided result. ‘Well, don’t get used to being in charge. It’s not going to last.’ 
 
    ‘And neither are we, not if you carry on with your control-freak ways.’ 
 
    ‘Control-freak?’ Still smiling, he seems genuinely confused. 
 
    ‘I’ve seen the way you organise your books. Totally anal.’ 
 
    ‘Mrs Keele organised my books,’ he counters. ‘She has a very tidy mind. And there’s only one type of anal I’m interested in. But maybe later.’ He wiggles an eyebrow. ‘And let me tell you something else. I’m no control freak.’ He takes a step forward. ‘Apart from in the bedroom.’ 
 
    ‘I’m well aware of that. And just for the record, I do like the submissive thing.’ 
 
    ‘Good.’ 
 
    ‘But I also like variety. A fact you’ll have to get used to...if you really want me.’ 
 
    He cocks his head. ‘Is this what they call give and take?’ 
 
    ‘Quid pro quo.’ 
 
    The smile morphs into a grin. ‘Okay. Quid pro quo. The lady demands an inspection.’ 
 
    With a maddening lack of haste, he untucks and unbuttons his shirt, slowly revealing the first glimpses of his chest and midriff. When the last button’s finally unfastened, he shrugs the shirt from his shoulders, drops it to the floor and waits for my reaction. 
 
    ‘Nice.’ Vaguely aware that lust has gone to work, elevating my pulse to danger levels and limiting my ability to draw a decent breath, I look on appreciatively. ‘More than nice.’ In fact, although I’ve already had my hands on every inch of his wonderful body, actually seeing those broad shoulders, that ripped torso, those perfectly defined arms is something else. Licking my lips in anticipation, I wave a hand at his trousers, signalling for him to get on with it. 
 
    He removes his belt, unfastens his trousers and draws them down over slim hips. Letting them drop, he takes a step to the side, proudly showing off a huge bulge in his black designer underpants. 
 
    I swallow hard, but I’m quickly distracted by his feet. Before we get to the finale, there’s one little issue we need to deal with. 
 
    ‘Get those socks off,’ I order. ‘Not sexy.’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ He leans down and quickly removes the offending items. ‘Better?’ 
 
    ‘Absolutely. And now...’ I point at his underpants. ‘For the best bit.’ 
 
    He slips his thumbs into the sides and eases them down, allowing his cock to spring free. 
 
    ‘Good grief.’ My eyes widen. ‘You’re well endowed, Mr Delaney.’ Not to mention fully erect and ready to go. 
 
    ‘And that’s a surprise?’ 
 
    It shouldn’t be. After all, I already know it’s big. I watch him slip the pants to the floor and step out of them. 
 
    ‘Do I get your approval?’ he asks. 
 
    ‘Oh, yes.’ 
 
    He moves forward. I halt him with a raised hand. 
 
    ‘Just a minute, please.’ 
 
    I take time for another long, slow, utterly lecherous inspection, admiring every last bit of male perfection. 
 
    ‘Done now?’ he asks at last. 
 
    ‘Think so.’ 
 
    ‘Good.’ 
 
    At lightning speed, he launches himself forward and pulls me up from the bed. With the dress removed and tossed to the floor, I’m suddenly back in his arms, lapping up the softness of his skin, the warmth of his body, the familiarity of his touch. 
 
    ‘This is what I’ve been waiting for.’ He scoops me up in his arms. ‘Brace yourself, Miss Fairbrother. It’s business time.’ 
 
    As he lays me on the bed, I can’t rip my gaze away from those eyes. Deep, dark and brimming with desire, they bore right to the heart of me, promising a world of endless pleasure. I’m still gazing into them when he climbs over me and straddles my body, nudging his balls against my crotch and firing me up with a pulsating heat in my groin. 
 
    ‘Fuck me now,’ I beg. 
 
    ‘I’ll fuck you when you’re good and ready.’ 
 
    He leans over me, takes my hands in his and manoeuvres my arms above my head. 
 
    ‘Keep your hands exactly where they are,’ he warns. ‘I’m in control now.’ 
 
    ‘So you are.’ 
 
    He sits up straight, spends a few lazy moments surveying me, and then makes his first move, trailing a fingertip across my collar bone. He takes it up to my neck and cheek, then back down again, repeating the action over and over – sometimes to the left, sometimes the right. It’s not long before he’s managed to conjure up a magical host of tiny sparkling sensations. They’re joined by more when he relocates the finger to my right breast, slowly skimming it round in ever-decreasing circles until it finally touches my nipple. Already super-sensitized, I draw in a short, sharp breath. By the time he’s mirrored the action on my left breast, I’m close to losing my mind. 
 
    ‘Oh God, Max.’ I reach up to grab his hair. 
 
    But he’s too quick. Taking hold of my wrists, he presses my arms back into place. 
 
    ‘Do I need to restrain you?’ 
 
    I shake my head. ‘Please. Not yet. I want to touch...’ 
 
    ‘But tell me you like it, being restrained.’ He moves his hands to my stomach, skims his palms across my flesh. 
 
    ‘God, yes.’ I gasp. 
 
    ‘That’s handy.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    Without answering, he adjusts his position, moving over to my right where he settles himself on his left flank, props up his head with his hand and trails a finger through my pubic hair. 
 
    ‘Why?’ I ask again, beginning to writhe. 
 
    ‘Got some handcuffs in that drawer.’ He nods to a bedside cabinet. At the same time, the finger enters me. 
 
    ‘Handcuffs?’ 
 
    ‘Uh huh.’ He probes inward. ‘Brand new.’ And now he curls the finger, just a little, gently rubbing it against the inside of my clitoris. ‘And a gag.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ A ripple of pure delight undulates through me. 
 
    ‘A gag,’ he repeats mischievously. ‘For when I fancy a bit of peace and quiet.’ He presses his thumb against the outside of my clitoris. ‘While I’m doing unspeakably filthy things to you.’ While the thumb massages me with just the right amount of pressure, the finger begins to move with increased tempo. ‘Unspeakably wicked, disgusting, filthy things.’ 
 
    ‘Wicked?’ Muscles tense and flex inside. A ball of heat pulsates into life. I close my eyes, take in a few deep breaths and galvanise myself. I may well be teetering on the edge of sexual oblivion, but I need some clarification here. ‘You’re not going to hurt me?’ 
 
    I hear him tut. ‘Don’t be ridiculous. I’m not into pain.’ 
 
    ‘Thank God for that.’ In an instant, the ball contracts, expands and unravels, expelling energy through every last particle of my core. ‘Shit, Max! Fuck!’ 
 
    Vaguely aware that he’s chuckling now, I let go completely, lifting my backside from the bed as I tumble through an all-consuming orgasm. I’m still riding the after-shocks when he moves on top of me, holding me down with the weight of his lean body and delivering a long, tender kiss. 
 
    ‘Pleasure.’ He removes the hand. ‘That’s my thing. And I fully intend to pleasure you until you beg for mercy.’ 
 
    Wasting no time, he instigates the next stage of his wicked plan by pinning my hands back to the pillow, adjusting his position and securing his lips around my left nipple. In no particular rush to reach the end game, he sets about sucking and lapping, occasionally nipping. As he moves on to my right nipple, I’m groaning and writhing beneath him again. 
 
    ‘Seriously,’ I gasp at last, ‘much more of this and I’m going to be out of my mind.’ 
 
    He releases my wrists. ‘That’s the intention. I did warn you.’ 
 
    ‘Now,’ I breathe in desperation, clasping my hands to his cheeks. ‘I need you inside me now.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll get what you want,’ he says darkly. ‘But first, I need to go and see an old friend.’ Nudging my legs apart, he repositions himself between them. ‘Hello, you.’ 
 
    He takes hold of my hips and leans down to my crotch. And while he tickles his tongue across my clitoris, I bring my hands to his head, threading fingers through thick, dark hair. And this time, he doesn’t seem to mind. Instead of returning my hands to the pillow, he just gets on with the job of driving me insane, massaging me now with firm, masterful movements. I can’t take it for long. Sensing the beginnings of another orgasm, I try to squeeze my legs together, but they’re soon parted again by a pair of big, strong hands. 
 
    ‘Max,’ I squeal. 
 
    Evidently pleased, he smiles against my flesh and carries on, giving me no alternative but to close my eyes and drink in every last, exquisite sensation until I’m tipped over the edge for a second time, convulsing and groaning like a wanton hussy. 
 
    ‘So...’ I open my eyes to find him still crouching between my legs. ‘That’s two orgasms to me. How many more?’ 
 
    He pretends to give it some serious thought. ‘Ten...I think.’ 
 
    ‘Ten?’ 
 
    ‘Used to working with the decimal system.’ 
 
    While I giggle and sigh and sink back into the pillow, he reaches over to the bedside table, opens the drawer and pulls out a packet of condoms. 
 
    ‘You’ve already got some? Why did I have to bring mine?’ 
 
    ‘Because,’ he tears open the packet, ‘you can never have too many.’ 
 
    Kneeling between my legs, he slips on the condom and leans over me. Steadying himself with one hand, he uses the other to guide himself in, nudging carefully before he enters. And then, with his eyes on mine, he gradually probes as far as he can go, leaving a shimmering trail of effervescence in his wake. 
 
    ‘This feels good,’ I whisper, completely lost in those chocolate irises. 
 
    ‘Doesn’t it just?’ Balancing himself above me, a hand to either side of my head, he withdraws, probes inwards. ‘I’d really like to drag this out, Ella, but I don’t think I can. This might be rough.’ 
 
    I spark with excitement. ‘I like rough.’ 
 
    ‘Glad to hear it.’ 
 
    And with that, all remnants of humour disappear. Becoming uber-serious, and ultra-sexy, he withdraws to the hilt, pauses, and then lets loose, thrusting with such power I’m jolted up the bed. 
 
    ‘Shit!’ I cry out in surprise. 
 
    ‘Did I hurt you?’ 
 
    ‘No. No, no, no. Do it again!’ 
 
    And he does. Withdrawing as far as he can, he drives back into me – once, twice, three times – with increasingly punishing force. Resting on his right elbow and slipping his left palm under my bottom, he quickly finds his rhythm, thrusting relentlessly, over and over again. And it’s not long before I’m close to another climax. Desperately willing myself to hold on, I grasp his biceps and watch him through a haze as he drives into me, unleashing one ripple after another in my groin, each one more delicious than the last. Alongside the sight of him arching over me – those dark, determined eyes fixed on mine, lips parted, a gossamer sheen of sweat appearing across his skin – it’s enough to spin me off into orbit. 
 
    ‘Oh God.’ In a frenzy, I grab at his back and dig my fingers into his flesh, which only causes him to ramp up the tempo. 
 
    With muscles growing tauter by the second and pupils dilating, he continues to pound towards his own release. It doesn’t take long. Within a minute, I sense him grow harder inside, hear his breathing turn ragged. He thrusts one last time, and cries out as he comes. 
 
    ‘Fuck it, Ella. You drive me mad.’ 
 
    ‘Good.’ I laugh, climaxing again in a tide of heat. 
 
    He empties himself inside me and slows the pace, gradually bringing us both back down from the high. ‘God, that was so fucking good.’ He collapses on top of me. ‘Now this is what I wanted. Eye contact. Talking. Laughing. Real intimacy.’ 
 
    ‘Couldn’t agree more.’ I rearrange his hair. ‘It feels right.’ 
 
    With a satisfied smile, he withdraws slowly and rolls onto his side. After taking off the condom and dropping it to the floor, he draws me back in to his gloriously sweaty embrace. We stay like this for an age – face to face, occasionally kissing, sometimes grinning like idiots, but mostly just wrapped up in each other’s gaze. Eventually, he lets out a sigh and touches his forehead against mine. It gives me the strangest feeling...as if I’ve just become a part of him, and he’s a part of me. 
 
    ‘This is going to work,’ he murmurs dreamily. 
 
    ‘I know,’ I murmur back. 
 
    Because it’s true, I can’t remember a time when I’ve felt so calm, so peaceful, so complete. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
    I wake before him the next morning, pleased to discover he’s still asleep. Lying on his back – one arm tucked under the pillow behind his head, the other by his side – all cares and worries seem to have abandoned ship, leaving his features completely relaxed. Hoping it’s all down to me, I prop myself up on my elbow and trace a finger across his lips, round the edge of his jaw and under his chin. I’m completely incapable of stopping there. Spurred on by lust, I smooth a hand over his biceps, his firm pecs, trail a finger down to his taut stomach, shift the sheet a little so I can follow the dip of that perfect V-line to his crotch. I’m so mesmerised by what I’m doing, I barely notice when the rhythm of his breathing changes. 
 
    A hand comes to mine. With his eyes still closed, he guides my fingers to his mouth and kisses them. His lids rise. ‘Good morning, sexy woman.’ 
 
    ‘Good morning, sexy man.’ 
 
    ‘Feeling horny?’ 
 
    He beckons me into his warmth, and while the outside world retreats to nothing, we hold each other tight, swathed in the intimacy of the moment, completely comfortable in each other’s arms. It leaves me with a glowing sensation in my chest, and the certain knowledge that I’ve fallen for this man, hook, line and sinker. 
 
    ‘Last night was amazing,’ I tell him at last. The biggest understatement ever. After a break for some much-needed food and sorting out my clothes, he made tender, patient love to me until the small hours. ‘But quite vanilla...’ 
 
    ‘I thought you wanted vanilla.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I did...but...’ 
 
    ‘But what?’ His eyes glimmer. 
 
    I seem to be witnessing a new, playful Max, and I definitely like it. 
 
    ‘But...you didn’t go in the drawer.’ 
 
    ‘No, I didn’t.’ 
 
    ‘So when are we getting down to the kinky stuff?’ 
 
    ‘Oh that,’ he teases. ‘Let me think.’ 
 
    With a yawn, he calls up a frown and stares at the ceiling. And I decide it’s time for action. Moving as fast as I can, I straddle him, take hold of his wrists and press them down. 
 
    ‘Listen here, Mr Delaney. Don’t get me wrong, the vanilla sex is fantastic – more than fantastic – but I like the kinky stuff too. And that’s your fault, by the way. You’ve got me hooked.’ 
 
    ‘Shocking behaviour on my part.’ He bites his lower lip. 
 
    ‘And I’ll tell you something else. I like the whole dominant-submissive thing, so you’d better give me more of it.’ 
 
    ‘Submissives aren’t supposed to be demanding.’ 
 
    ‘Well, this one is.’ 
 
    It happens so quickly, I don’t see it coming. One minute, he’s looking up at me, the next I’m flipped onto my back, arms pinioned above my head with just one hand...and he’s straddling me. 
 
    ‘Don’t bother struggling,’ he warns. ‘You’re no match.’ 
 
    A delectable spasm kicks off in my groin. I watch him reach over to the magic drawer, listen to the jingle of metal. 
 
    ‘What...’ 
 
    ‘Quiet, lady,’ he orders. ‘You wanted it. You’re getting it.’ 
 
    Leaning over me, he extends my left arm up to the headboard – a huge, slatted thing made of solid oak. I’m quivering with expectation as he fastens the first cuff around my wrist, and then attaches it to the bed. 
 
    ‘Be careful not to tug,’ he frowns. ‘I don’t want you bruising yourself.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, boss.’ 
 
    Giving me that lovely, wonky smile, he picks up the second cuff and repeats the process with my right wrist. Finally satisfied with his work, he manoeuvres himself between my legs and lowers his body on top of mine. 
 
    ‘Well, this is interesting,’ I offer. 
 
    ‘Isn’t it just?’ Readjusting his position, he moves slightly to my right, leaving his right leg draped across my thighs. ‘That should do it.’ 
 
    He brings a hand to my crotch, parts my legs a little and begins to explore the folds of my labia. While my insides light up like Oxford Street in December, he trails the fingers down to my vagina, probing slightly before he draws them back to my clitoris. 
 
    ‘Already wet.’ He lowers his face to mine. ‘How about I keep you here all day?’ 
 
    Before I can think of some smart reply, he silences me with a kiss and the fingers go to work, summoning a familiar warmth that seeps into every last muscle of my core. I want to writhe against him, need to struggle, but I daren’t tug at those handcuffs and I’m thoroughly restrained by his body. It’s not long before skeins of energy skitter and dance, coalescing in one spot and tipping me headlong into the first orgasm of the day. 
 
    ‘It’s deeper this way,’ he tells me. ‘When you can’t move, you just have to soak it all up.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, God,’ I moan, fully expecting him to bring me down. 
 
    But he doesn’t. Instead, he carries on, his fingers thrumming at the same insistent rhythm. 
 
    ‘And the second time you come, it’s deeper still.’ 
 
    ‘Please...’ 
 
    I have no idea what I’m begging for. Almost immediately, the next climax virtually rips me apart. 
 
    ‘Shall I give you a third?’ I don’t know why he bothers asking. Those fingers are still moving. 
 
    ‘No. I can’t.’ 
 
    ‘But you wanted kink. You wanted the whole dominant-submissive thing. Don’t tell me you can’t take it.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll be...’ Muscles twitch. ‘I’ll be cross-eyed by breakfast.’ 
 
    ‘Wear sunglasses. No one’ll notice.’ 
 
    I look him straight in the eyes. And that does it. Immediately, a third wave of contractions seize hold. His body stiffens against mine, keeping me in place. But with the urge to struggle stronger than before, I tug at the cuffs now, and feel them bite. Forcing myself to still, I have no option but to ride out the maelstrom. And he’s right. It certainly is deeper this way. Much deeper. 
 
    ‘So, how was that?’ he asks. 
 
    ‘Fucking...ah...wonderful.’ 
 
    ‘Just a little taste of things to come.’ 
 
    I’m barely conscious of what happens next. While I drift away on a tide of ecstasy, he carefully removes the handcuffs and urges my limp, exhausted body into his arms. Luxuriating in his warmth, I stay there for what seems like forever, drinking in the scent of his skin and listening to the steady rhythm of his heartbeat. It’s a miracle I finally manage to drag myself back to reality. 
 
    ‘What time is it?’ I ask. 
 
    ‘No idea.’ 
 
    I glance at the bedside table, recalling the fact I left my mobile there last night after setting an alarm. It’s gone. 
 
    ‘Where’s my phone?’ 
 
    ‘In the living room...with mine.’ 
 
    I sit up. ‘How did it get there?’ 
 
    ‘Poltergeist.’ 
 
    ‘Be serious, Max.’ 
 
    ‘Okay.’ He runs his fingers through his hair. ‘I didn’t fancy being bothered this morning.’ 
 
    ‘But I’ll be late.’ 
 
    He grabs my arm. ‘So what if you are? Looks like your boss is going to be late too.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve got things to do.’ 
 
    ‘And I haven’t?’ 
 
    Wriggling free, I fly out of bed, rummage through my clothes bag, and pull out a fresh pair of knickers and a bra. Then I pull open a wardrobe and retrieve one of the dresses I hung there last night. I lay it over the back of the chair and check on Max, only to find him sitting up, leaning back against the headboard, completely relaxed, distinctly amused, and every inch the wicked rake. 
 
    ‘Things to do, Max. I’ve got a to-do list as long as your arm.’ 
 
    He raises his right arm, gives it a serious inspection, then lowers it again. ‘That’s quite some list. However, this morning, you’ll be getting into work when I say.’ 
 
    ‘Will I now?’ 
 
    ‘And before we leave, I absolutely insist on a long, seriously intimate shower together, followed by a leisurely breakfast.’ 
 
    ‘Are you always this bossy?’ 
 
    ‘Only on a Friday.’ 
 
    I wrestle back a grin. ‘I haven’t got time for seriously intimate showers, or leisurely breakfasts. I’ve got a mountain of shit to deal with.’ 
 
    Giving up on looking rakish, he throws back the covers and gets to his feet. ‘Sounds like you need another assistant.’ 
 
    I slip on my bra. ‘I’ve already got two.’ 
 
    ‘And now you’ll have three.’ 
 
    Slowly, deliberately, he approaches me like an animal on the hunt. 
 
    ‘Max.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t you dare...’ 
 
    Right in front of me now, he pulls off the bra and tosses it to the floor. 
 
    ‘Larry’s not going to be pleased,’ I grumble. 
 
    ‘Would that be the Larry who couldn’t be arsed with a very important meeting last week?’ 
 
    ‘The very same.’ 
 
    ‘Well...’ He cocks his head. ‘I’d say after that shoddy performance, he’s not got a leg to stand on.’ 
 
    I don’t have time for any more complaints. Sweeping me up into a fireman’s lift, he carries me into the en-suite...and kicks the door shut behind us. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    ‘What do you think?’ 
 
    Standing side by side, we’re out on the top balcony, enjoying an incredible view of London: beyond Regent’s Park and the zoo, the entire city spread out before us, a grey-blue vista bathed in soft morning sunlight. 
 
    ‘It’s beautiful.’ 
 
    ‘The whole of London. It can’t touch us here.’ He glances at me, eyes dancing. ‘Oh, I almost forgot.’ Producing my mobile from his jacket pocket, he hands it over. 
 
    My eyes widen as soon as they land on the screen. ‘Nearly ten o’clock. Jeez. I can’t even call Larry. I haven’t got his number.’ 
 
    Max shrugs. 
 
    ‘It’s no joke. I took Tuesday and Wednesday off with no warning. And now this...’ 
 
    ‘Terrible behaviour.’ 
 
    I’m about to tell him to drop the lazy nonchalance when there’s movement behind us. I turn to find a decidedly intimidating, grey-haired lady laying a tray on the table. 
 
    ‘Ah, here’s the indomitable Mrs Keele,’ Max announces. 
 
    ‘You’re up late,’ she grumbles. 
 
    ‘It’s not the end of the world.’ He takes my arm and urges me forward. ‘May I introduce you to Ella Fairbrother?’ 
 
    Wiping her hands, Mrs Keele fixes a pair of deep grey eyes on me. ‘Pleased to meet you.’ 
 
    ‘Nice to meet you too.’ 
 
    ‘I understand you’re going to be staying for a while.’ 
 
    I glance at Max. He nods. ‘I don’t want to put anyone out.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing puts me out.’ She gets on with the job of setting out cups and saucers, a coffee jug, plates, a couple of pastries. ‘This’ll have to do, Max. You caught me at short notice.’ She cracks a smile in my direction. ‘He normally doesn’t bother with breakfast. Coffee. That’s it. Not good for you.’ 
 
    While Mrs Keele rearranges the cups and saucers until they’re perfectly positioned, Max guides me to a chair and pulls it out. 
 
    ‘This is wonderful, Mrs K. Thank you.’ 
 
    We take our seats. The housekeeper places a Danish pastry in front of each of us. 
 
    ‘I’ve seen Ella polish off a Danish before.’ Max pours the coffee. ‘She’ll make short work of this.’ 
 
    ‘Good.’ Mrs Keele purses her lips. ‘I thought of doing some toast but it didn’t seem enough, so I sent Chesty out for these.’ She nods at the pastries. ‘He wasn’t best pleased. Turned the air blue.’ 
 
    ‘He’ll get over it.’ 
 
    ‘Will you be having dinner tonight?’ 
 
    Picking up his pastry, Max grimaces and puts it down again. ‘Not me. I’m busy. Won’t be home till late.’ 
 
    A little thrown – and more than a little disappointed – I stare in disbelief at the man next to me. Seeing as we’ve just embarked on some sort of relationship, I’d love to know what’s so important he can’t spend the evening with me. I’m about to ask when Mrs Keele speaks again. 
 
    ‘And you, Ella?’ 
 
    ‘Me?’ 
 
    ‘Dinner?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll see to myself. There’s plenty in the fridge.’ 
 
    ‘I like you already. Oh, and Max, Frances called from the office. She said you weren’t answering your mobile. She needs to speak to you. It’s urgent.’ 
 
    With that, Mrs Keele makes an exit and leaves us alone. 
 
    ‘I’d better call her,’ Max says, suddenly serious. Pulling out his own mobile, he keys in a contact, gets up and makes his way to the far end of the balcony. But I can still hear him. 
 
    ‘Frances? What’s the matter?’ While he listens, his shoulders sink. ‘But you had Security there?’ He listens again. ‘And they escorted him out of the building?’ Another silence. ‘No, you did the right thing. I’m sorry you had to go through that. Take the rest of the day off if you need to. Okay, I’ll be in soon.’ 
 
    Clearly preoccupied, he ends the call and returns to the table. 
 
    ‘Everything okay?’ I ask. 
 
    ‘Just a little personnel problem.’ He sits down again. ‘Nothing to worry about.’ 
 
    But I’m not so sure...because in spite of the sunshine, a shadow has suddenly descended over us. Withdrawing into silence, he spends a couple of minutes sending and reading texts. And I nibble at my pastry. 
 
    ‘Well, this is fun,’ I mumble at last. 
 
    He lets out a breath and abandons his phone. ‘Sorry. There’s a lot on my mind.’ 
 
    ‘I know that, but it’s a bit rude ignoring your house guest.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry again.’ 
 
    And there’s still that niggling question. ‘And you’re busy tonight?’ 
 
    He nods. 
 
    ‘If that’s the case, I might as well just go home.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ He sits up straight. ‘You’re safer here.’ 
 
    ‘But...’ I chew at my lip, hesitating for a moment before I just get on with it. ‘I thought we were going to spend time together.’ 
 
    ‘We will. I promise.’ Lifting his cup, he takes a sip of coffee and winks at me over the rim. ‘But tonight, I have an unavoidable dinner date.’ 
 
    And I have an unavoidable desire to know more. ‘With who?’ 
 
    ‘A prospective business associate.’ 
 
    ‘Male or female?’ 
 
    ‘Female. I was going to bring it up.’ He squints in the sun, and I’m not quite sure if that’s a smile on his lips. ‘You’re not jealous, are you?’ 
 
    Maybe. I don’t know. ‘Don’t be silly.’ I shake my head. ‘Anyway, shouldn’t you be cancelling that sort of thing? I’m sure she’d understand.’ 
 
    His eyes flicker. ‘It’s important.’ 
 
    ‘Max, your dad died...yesterday.’ 
 
    He glances up at the blue sky. ‘And life goes on. Trust me, this is something I need to do.’ 
 
    I release an exasperated sigh. 
 
    He leans forward and slips a hand over mine. ‘Look. This is going to be very busy few days. I’ve got a lot to sort out. I need to meet with lawyers, the board, a few associates. And then there’s a couple of long-standing engagements I can’t get out of.’ He takes in a breath. ‘And the funeral.’ 
 
    Oh God. I hadn’t even thought of that. I’m behaving like a spoilt brat...and at just the wrong time. 
 
    ‘When is it?’ I ask meekly. 
 
    ‘Wednesday.’ He watches me closely. ‘And after that, I fully intend to get stuck into this relationship thing.’ 
 
    ‘Relationship thing? How romantic.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll have to be patient with me, Ella.’ He takes another sip of coffee. ‘Haven’t had much practice with romance, remember. So, if you’ve got any advice, I’d be most grateful.’ 
 
    His smile leaves me feeling skittish. Deciding we need to lighten the mood, I manage to gather my senses and land on a silly idea. I pick up my mobile, and begin to search. 
 
    ‘As a woman who lives her life by lists, I can tell you they always do the trick.’ 
 
    ‘Lists?’ 
 
    ‘Yup.’ Finally, I find what I’m searching for. I hand over the phone. 
 
    ‘Ten romantic things to do for your girlfriend,’ he reads. ‘So, I take it you’re my girlfriend now?’ 
 
    ‘If you like.’ 
 
    ‘I do like.’ 
 
    And so do I. Fizzing with happiness, I point at the phone. ‘Stick to that and you can’t go wrong.’ 
 
    He scrolls through. ‘Number one: Pet names.’ His frown line appears. ‘Pet names? Like Rover, or...Tiggles?’ 
 
    I laugh. ‘No, silly little names. They’re a sign of closeness.’ 
 
    ‘Are they? Oh, I get it. It’s like you calling me The Prince of Darkness.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, forget that one. Number two.’ 
 
    He leans back, rubs his chin and scrolls further. ‘Romantic holidays. Well, the world’s your oyster, Miss Fairbrother. Book some time off.’ He goes back to reading. ‘Number three: Romantic dinners. I’ve tried that, but you keep saying no.’ 
 
    ‘If you weren’t going out with a prospective business associate tonight,’ I counter tartly, ‘I’d cook you one. We could have had it by candlelight. Seriously romantic.’ 
 
    His eyes glitter, mysteriously. 
 
    ‘What?’ I demand. 
 
    ‘Just thinking about candles...and what I can do with them.’ He touches the side of his nose and winks. ‘Eat your breakfast.’ 
 
    While I take another mouthful of pastry, he reads more. 
 
    ‘Number four: romantic walks. What’s romantic about walking? It’s just putting one foot in front of the other.’ 
 
    ‘Generally speaking,’ I tell him patiently, ‘you put one foot in front of the other somewhere beautiful, and hold hands.’ 
 
    ‘Understood. I’ll pencil in a walk on Regent’s Park next weekend. Think I can fit you in.’ He reads again. ‘Number five: romantic gifts.’ He flashes me a glance. ‘The necklace. I must be a natural.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps. But just a little hint – you might want to try flowers.’ 
 
    ‘Flowers,’ he murmurs, scrolling on. ‘Number six: love letters.’ He reads in silence. ‘Apparently texts are also acceptable in this day and age.’ 
 
    Putting down my phone, he picks up his own, and sets about tapping in a message. 
 
    ‘Of course,’ I say, ‘it would be nice if my boyfriend already knew all this.’ 
 
    And I’m pretty sure he does. In fact, I’m absolutely certain we’re just indulging in a daft game. But as I’m enjoying it, I’m not about to put an end to proceedings. While Max continues to tap, I polish off the pastry and realise I’m so hungry I could eat another. 
 
    ‘Think of me as learning to ride a bike,’ he says. ‘I need stabilisers right now, but I’m a quick learner. There you go.’ He places the mobile back on the table. 
 
    My own phone pings. I lean forward and pick it up. A message from Max. 
 
    I love you in that dress. It’s giving me a hard-on. Are you wearing knickers? X. 
 
    Folding his arms, he leans back and smiles proudly. 
 
    ‘Lovely,’ I sigh. ‘Very romantic. You are a natural.’ I flick back to the web page. ‘Oh look. Number seven: Dancing.’ 
 
    An expression of panic appears on his face. ‘Dancing? I can’t remember the last time I did that sort of stuff.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure it’ll come back to you.’ 
 
    I’m scrolling down to investigate number eight when we’re interrupted by Mrs Keele for a second time. 
 
    ‘Max.’ 
 
    He turns. ‘What is it now?’ 
 
    Shuffling from one foot to the other, she squeezes her hands together. ‘Mr Dupont.’ More shuffling. More squeezing. ‘He’s here to see you.’ 
 
    I look up, momentarily frozen by a blast of shock. The man who’s been stalking me. He’s just turned up on Max’s doorstep. But why? 
 
    ‘Tell me he’s not in the house,’ Max says. 
 
    ‘No.’ Mrs Keele swallows. ‘He’s outside...at the front.’ 
 
    ‘And who let him through the gates?’ 
 
    ‘Mr K. But it’s not his fault,’ she adds quickly. ‘He came down with a bad cold last night. I didn’t think he’d be out of bed this morning. I didn’t warn him. I’m sorry.’ 
 
    Didn’t warn him? Does that mean Max expected this? And if so, why? Rousing myself to action, I put down the phone. 
 
    ‘It’s fine, Mrs K.’ He stares into space, then he rises to his feet. ‘I’ll deal with it.’ 
 
    ‘But...’ Clearly teetering on the edge of panic, the housekeeper falters. ‘He’s all worked up.’ 
 
    ‘Not surprising.’ Levelling his gaze on me, Max takes in a breath and lets out the truth. ‘I had him fired this morning.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ I’m hit by a second blast of shock. 
 
    ‘Fired. Sorted it out last night. And now he wants to have it out.’ He straightens his suit and starts towards the doors. ‘Stay here, both of you. I mean it.’ 
 
    As soon as he’s gone, I get up and turn to Mrs Keele. 
 
    ‘I don’t know about you,’ I tell her, ‘but if he thinks I’m about to let him face Christophe alone, he’s got another think coming.’ 
 
    She nods, brusquely. ‘Let’s go.’ 
 
    Following quickly on her heels, I skitter back through the living room and down three flights of stairs, almost barrelling into her when she reels to a halt at the front door. It’s already open, and there’s no sign of Max, but Christophe’s raised voice fills the air. 
 
    ‘What the fuck’s going on? Who the fuck do you think you are?’ 
 
    Inching past Mrs Keele and out onto the top step, the scene comes into view: Christophe, almost crimson with rage; Max facing away from me; Chesty a couple of steps behind. I watch in horror as Christophe lunges forward, crunching a fist into Max’s face. While Max doubles over and staggers to one side, I leave a stunned Mrs Keele behind and virtually sprint down the steps. 
 
    ‘Hi, Ella,’ Christophe sneers. ‘What are you doing here?’ 
 
    At the mention of my name, Max straightens up and wheels round. Clutching a bloody nose with one hand, he holds up the other in warning. ‘Stay out of it, Ella.’ 
 
    I have no chance to defy him. Before he’s even finished his sentence, Chesty grabs me by the arm and hauls me back. 
 
    ‘Oh no. Don’t tell me,’ Christophe laughs. ‘You’re fucking him.’ 
 
    ‘Enough!’ Max growls. 
 
    ‘Big mistake. If you think he’ll make you happy, you’re deluded.’ 
 
    ‘I said enough.’ 
 
    ‘You be careful, little girl. All that power, it’s going to his head. Now the old man’s gone, he thinks he can ride rough-shod over everyone.’ 
 
    ‘Now the old man’s gone,’ Max counters, ‘I can do the right thing.’ 
 
    ‘The right thing?’ Christophe takes a step towards him. ‘You think this is the right thing? Sacking me? Me, of all people?’ 
 
    ‘Hold it there. You know the deal.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a shit deal.’ 
 
    ‘It’s the only thing you’ve got.’ 
 
    Equally primed to pounce, the two men glare at each other in silence. Seconds pile upon seconds, the air tight with tension. I’m convinced they’re about to fight when Max finally breaks the impasse. 
 
    ‘Turn around and leave,’ he says. ‘If you know what’s good for you.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll go,’ Christophe growls. ‘But this isn’t over.’ His eyes flick to me. ‘Not by a long shot.’ 
 
    Defiance evident in every fibre of his body, he turns away and saunters off towards the gate. 
 
    As soon as he’s gone, I hurry over to Max. ‘Are you okay?’ 
 
    ‘Fine.’ He wipes away a dribble of blood with the back of his hand, and inspects it. 
 
    What he can’t see is the bright red weal across his left cheek. Before long, he’ll have a nasty bruise. 
 
    ‘You can’t go into work.’ I raise a tentative hand and touch his face. He flinches. ‘Not after this.’ 
 
    ‘I need to.’ 
 
    ‘Here.’ With commanding authority, Chesty takes charge of the situation. He pulls a handkerchief from his pocket and urges me out of the way. ‘I’ve sent Mrs K off for tissue and a cold compress. Head back.’ Taking hold of Max by the chin, he dabs at the blood, then spends a few seconds gently prodding his nose. ‘You’re lucky. It’s not broken.’ 
 
    ‘I know,’ Max grimaces. He grabs the handkerchief, waves Chesty away and glances at me. ‘You shouldn’t have watched.’ 
 
    ‘If I hadn’t been watching,’ I bristle, ‘he might have gone further.’ 
 
    ‘I can handle Christophe.’ 
 
    ‘Mr D can handle anything,’ Chesty intervenes. ‘Mixed martial arts. Beats the shit out of me every day.’ 
 
    ‘Language,’ Max scowls. 
 
    ‘Which begs the question...’ The bodyguard folds his arms. ‘Why the fuck did you let him hit you?’ 
 
    ‘Because.’ 
 
    ‘If you think that’s enough to satisfy him...’ 
 
    ‘It’s enough for now,’ Max snaps. ‘And anyway, how did he get here? I thought you were having him tracked.’ 
 
    ‘I was. Slippery sod lost his tail on the tube.’ 
 
    ‘Not good enough.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry. I’ll be having words.’ 
 
    ‘And what about Ella’s friend? Is she covered?’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    ‘Good,’ Max scowls. ‘At least you didn’t fuck that up.’ 
 
    ‘Language,’ Chesty scolds gravely. ‘Now get back inside. I’ll shut the gates.’ 
 
    With a list of questions lining up in my head, I watch Chesty disappear into the house. 
 
    ‘Why did you sack him, Max? Was it because of me?’ 
 
    He squints up into the sunlight. ‘No. That was just the final straw. I had plenty of other reasons.’ 
 
    ‘And this deal you were talking about?’ 
 
    Another dribble of blood appears. Sensing it, he clutches the handkerchief to his nose. ‘Confidential. Can’t tell you.’ 
 
    That’s all I get. Taking me by the arm, he leads me up the steps and back into the entrance hall. Still reeling from Christophe’s visit, we’re half-way up the first flight of stairs when it all comes into focus. That phone call from his PA, those texts he sent and read – connections begging to be made. By the time we’ve arrived at the top of the third flight, events have managed to slot into place. Determined to get some clarity, I pull to a halt. 
 
    ‘Is this why Frances called?’ I ask. ‘Christophe went up to your office, didn’t he?’ 
 
    He lowers the handkerchief. ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘And that’s why you dragged your feet getting into work?’ 
 
    ‘Bloody hell. Death by a thousand questions.’ He sighs. ‘Look, I didn’t know what he’d do, Ella. But considering what he’s been up to lately, I didn’t want him anywhere near you when the shit hit the fan.’ 
 
    ‘You kept me here because of that?’ 
 
    ‘Partly.’ He lays a hand on my shoulder, and squeezes gently. ‘For the first time in my life, I’ve been overwhelmed by a mad desire to protect my girlfriend.’ He gives me a wry smile. ‘I wonder if that’s on your list.’ 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
    Watching the fake flakes of snow catch in the light, I turn the snow globe in my hand. I’m thinking of the sad little girl I used to be: always worried about someone else and forever hiding away in books; desperately yearning for a happy-ever-after...but never daring to believe. 
 
    I return the globe to its place on my desk and admire the red roses – a dozen of them, beautifully arranged in a vase – that were waiting for me when I finally arrived at work. All part of my boyfriend’s strategy to distract me from thinking about Christophe, I’m sure. And it’s working a treat. Every time I catch sight of them, I tingle quietly at the memory of his touch, savour the memory of his kisses, float away on a soft, fluffy cloud of want. But now it’s time to drag myself back to reality. Calling up my emails, I’m about to open the first one when a text comes through from Max. 
 
    Missing you. X 
 
    More distraction. I can’t help grinning. He’s working through our handy checklist – and he’s back to adding that X. Tapping out my reply, I decide to add one of my own. 
 
    Missing you too. Thanks for the flowers. X 
 
    The second text arrives before I can even put down the phone. 
 
    I’ve been told it’s romantic. X 
 
    And maybe a little ill-advised, I muse, taking a furtive peek at the hub. At the minute, Marnie’s deep in conversation on the phone, but after refusing to acknowledge my greeting on the way in, I’m pretty sure there’s trouble in the air. It’s obvious she knows about Christophe’s sacking – maybe he’s already filled her in on the morning’s events – and I’m willing to bet she’s had a quick look at the roses, not to mention the accompanying card. Resigning myself to the inevitable, I go back to the email, hardly taking in a word. Within seconds, the door bursts open and Larry flounces into my office. 
 
    ‘What’s going on?’ he demands haughtily. 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Checking in at stupid o’clock?’ 
 
    ‘Er...’ I falter. ‘Something came up.’ 
 
    ‘And you couldn’t call?’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t have your number.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll fix that before the end of the day.’ He waves dramatically at the roses. ‘And what’s all this?’ Before I can think up a suitable story, he dives in, locates the card and purses his lips. ‘Just a kiss? Who are they from?’ 
 
    Perhaps I should tell him to mind his own business. Or maybe invent some cock-and-bull story. But then again, I’m thoroughly fed up with secrets and lies. 
 
    ‘Max,’ I admit. 
 
    ‘Max?’ Pantomime-dame style, he gives me a look of astonishment. ‘He’s sending you flowers?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘A little unseemly, don’t you think?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe.’ 
 
    ‘I mean, the day after...’ 
 
    ‘His dad died. Yes, I know what it looks like, but it’s perfectly innocent.’ I wrestle back a wince. In spite of all my best intentions, I seem to be spinning a tale. ‘I went round to see him last night. He needed a bit of support. This is just his way of saying thank you.’ 
 
    ‘My arse,’ Larry mutters, thrusting the card back into the flowers. ‘Anyway, is everything okay?’ 
 
    ‘Everything’s fine.’ 
 
    And now, thank goodness, I’m actually telling the truth, pretty much. Apart from Marnie and Christophe, there are no worries in my life. But Larry doesn’t seem so sure. Narrowing his eyes, he spends the next few seconds examining my face, as if he thinks he can actually read my mind. 
 
    ‘Seriously, Larry,’ I smile brightly. ‘I’m absolutely fine. And I’ll catch up on the hours I’ve missed. Now, please do fuck off.’ 
 
    With a sniff and a shrug, he does as he’s told, retreating through the hub and swooping by Marnie along the way, obviously delivering the latest gossip to her ear. It’s enough to pull the trigger and fire her off in my direction. My stomach lurches as she springs to her feet, marches straight to my office and slams the door behind her. 
 
    ‘I knew it,’ she spits, pointing at the flowers. ‘They’re from Max.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a thank you...’ 
 
    ‘Don’t talk crap! You were at his house this morning.’ 
 
    So, my suspicions were correct. ‘You’ve talked to Christophe then?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ The pointy finger turns to me. ‘And I know you’re seeing Max.’ 
 
    While we exchange long, hard glares, I silently resolve to stay calm and give up the facts. 
 
    ‘So what if I am?’ 
 
    ‘Well, what about Sebastian, for a start?’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t him.’ I lean back in my chair and fold my arms. ‘I got it wrong. Max has the same tattoo.’ 
 
    ‘Max?’ Temporarily stumped, her mouth falls open. ‘It was Max?’ She blinks a few times, shakes her head. ‘For fuck’s sake, Ella. We’ve been through this. It doesn’t make things any better.’ 
 
    ‘Doesn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘No. Can’t you see? It makes them worse. It’s still twisted. He’s still a manipulative, controlling bastard. Why the fuck do you think he sacked Christophe?’ 
 
    ‘He had his reasons.’ 
 
    ‘Really? What are they?’ Hands on hips, she waits for my answer. ‘Please do tell.’ 
 
    My heartbeat quickens. This isn’t going to be easy. After all, my friend’s been tangled up in Christophe’s web for far too long now, wrapped tight in money and charm and silky lies. She’s entirely in his thrall. 
 
    ‘I need to tell you something,’ I begin nervously. ‘About Christophe.’ 
 
    She holds up a hand. ‘No. I can’t be doing with this.’ 
 
    ‘But you need to hear...’ 
 
    ‘Hear what?’ she scowls, her voice bleeding with anger. ‘The crap you’ve been fed by Max? He’s got you blinkered, Ella. You’re falling right into his trap. Just look at what went on in Southwold.’ A smug, deluded smile lands on her face. 
 
    It’s enough to ignite my own anger. To hell with calm. It’s getting me nowhere. 
 
    ‘Southwold?’ I seethe. ‘That was all down to your precious boyfriend, and you know it. Max had no idea where we were, but Christophe did...because you texted him.’ 
 
    ‘And how do you know that?’ 
 
    ‘Because I looked at your phone.’ 
 
    Nobody sees it. Nobody hears it. But I sense the change, and so does Marnie. In an instant, those fragile ties of friendship snap, leaving us both disorientated, drifting in each other’s orbit, waiting for other forces to drag us apart. 
 
    ‘Well...’ She falters. ‘That says a lot about our friendship, doesn’t it?’ Her eyes harden. Suddenly, she’s examining me as if I’m a total stranger. ‘Yes. Christophe knew where we were, but so did Max. Because he had a tracking device fitted to your car.’ 
 
    There’s more to say, and I know it. More about texts and calls, and those doubts I witnessed in Southwold, doubts my friend appears to have conveniently forgotten. But I can’t seem to make a start. 
 
    ‘You know what?’ She glances back at the hub. ‘I’ve had enough. I don’t need this fucking job.’ 
 
    ‘Marnie? What are you saying?’ 
 
    ‘What do you think?’ 
 
    Before I can reply, she turns on her heels, wrenches open the door and stomps back to her desk. There’s no point pursuing her. She needs time to calm down. Which is why I stay where I am, watching in silence as she gathers up her belongings, slings her bag over her shoulder and storms off to the lifts. 
 
    The moment she disappears, I suck in a deep breath and let it go, telling myself this isn’t the end, that I just need to wait until the blinkers lift, because she might not like me much at the minute, but it surely can’t last. And in the meantime, at least she’s safe under Max’s protection. I’m almost calm when I catch sight of Larry emerging back into the hub, peering round like an over-anxious meerkat. A quick word from a colleague and he’s back in my office. 
 
    ‘What’s going on now?’ 
 
    ‘Well...’ I slap a hand on my desk. ‘I think Marnie’s just handed in her resignation.’ 
 
    ‘What? No!’ 
 
    ‘Calm down, Larry. She’ll be back. Just do me a favour. Give me your phone number, now. And hers too.’ 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After a full-on afternoon powering through the workload from hell, and doing everything in my power to keep all Marnie-related worries at bay, I’m chauffeured back to Hanover Terrace, greeted by Mrs Keele at the front door and left to climb to the top floor alone. 
 
    At which point, the morning’s disappointment finally makes a long-overdue reappearance. Following me up three flights of stairs like an irritatingly faithful dog, it’s hard on my heels as I enter the living room and note the fact that Mrs Keele’s been busy – lamps switched on, a welcoming fire in the grate, a fresh display of flowers on the coffee table. None of it makes any difference to my mood. Because without Max, the place just doesn’t feel right...and nothing feels right about his unavoidable dinner engagement with a mystery woman. Wondering if I’m already being taken for granted, I’m on the verge of some major brooding when my mobile rings. As soon as I lay eyes on the screen, my heart trips. 
 
    It’s Max. 
 
    ‘What are you doing?’ he asks. His voice sends a shiver through my veins. 
 
    ‘Thinking about what to eat. What are you doing?’ 
 
    ‘Just finished with the lawyers. I’m about to have a shower and change for dinner.’ 
 
    I bite back the urge to growl, and before I can demand exactly who he’s having dinner with, he speaks again. 
 
    ‘How was your day?’ 
 
    ‘It started well.’ I dump my handbag on a sofa. ‘Someone sent me roses.’ 
 
    ‘Lucky you.’ 
 
    ‘But then I fell out with Marnie.’ 
 
    A pause. ‘I’m sorry. Over Christophe, I take it.’ 
 
    ‘Mostly.’ I wander over to the fire and stare into the flames. ‘We’ve never fallen out before.’ 
 
    ‘Try not to worry. She’s safe. Before long, she’ll see the truth.’ 
 
    ‘I know.’ Because, of course, that’s exactly what I thought this morning. But as the day’s progressed, my certainty’s waned. 
 
    ‘It’s inevitable. This isn’t the end of your friendship, Ella. It’s just a temporary blip. Everyone sees through Christophe in the end.’ 
 
    I wish I could share his confidence. 
 
    ‘Anyway,’ he presses on. ‘Enough about him. Would you do something for me?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe.’ 
 
    ‘Go out onto the landing.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘Just do as you’re told.’ 
 
    With a huff, I leave the warmth of the fire and walk to the top of the staircase. ‘I’m here.’ 
 
    ‘Excellent. See my bedroom?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t go in there.’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’ 
 
    ‘Because I want you to open the door to the left.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘Because you’ll like what you find.’ 
 
    My brain jitters, splutters, and coughs up the most ridiculous idea I’ve ever entertained. Of course. He’s into kink. So why wouldn’t he have one of those weird, windowless playrooms? And what if he’s in there now, wielding a whip in one hand and a ball-gag in the other? 
 
    I try to swallow. ‘I don’t know...’ 
 
    ‘Ella.’ His voice tickles at my ear, low and calm, and totally caressing. ‘You will like it. I promise.’ 
 
    ‘Okay.’ 
 
    I open the door and flick on the light, relieved to discover nothing more than yet another sumptuous bedroom, decorated in much the same style as the master. Immediately I spot something black and silky laid out on the bed. 
 
    ‘What’s this?’ 
 
    ‘I believe it’s generally referred to as a dress.’ 
 
    With the mobile still clutched to my ear, I approach the bed and lift the dress. A fizzing, bubbling sensation skitters through my stomach. ‘This is expensive.’ 
 
    ‘Of course it is. Size twelve.’ 
 
    What? ‘How did you know?’ 
 
    ‘Took a quick look at some labels.’ 
 
    ‘When?’ 
 
    ‘While you were sleeping.’ 
 
    ‘Nosy sod.’ I examine the dress in more detail. A long, black, V-necked number with delicate straps and intricate embroidery across the chest. ‘It’s beautiful, but what should I do with it?’ 
 
    ‘I thought you might put it on.’ 
 
    ‘Now?’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’ 
 
    The fizzing, bubbling sensation triples in force. ‘A little over-the-top for beans on toast in front of the telly.’ 
 
    ‘You should do everything in style.’ I can practically hear the smile in his voice. ‘Talking of which, have you got any shoes to go with the dress?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing posh enough.’ 
 
    ‘Better look in the wardrobe then.’ 
 
    Draping the dress back across the bed, I move over to the wardrobe and slide open the doors. What I find there propels me straight into heaven: seven new pairs of heels, all neatly arranged at the bottom. ‘What the fuck?’ 
 
    ‘Size four?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but...’ 
 
    ‘Take your pick.’ 
 
    I scan the shoes. A variety of styles, five black pairs, two red. ‘Did you choose these?’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t have time. I set my PA’s PA onto it. Nice sense of style. How did she do?’ 
 
    ‘Very well.’ 
 
    ‘Good. I’ll give her a bonus.’ 
 
    At random, I pick up a shoe and turn it over. ‘Laboutins? Max, what’s going on?’ 
 
    ‘Just be ready at the front door in an hour.’ 
 
    ‘But...I thought you were busy.’ There’s no answer. ‘Prospective business associate?’ I prompt. 
 
    He laughs quietly. ‘I didn’t lie.’ 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Exactly one hour later, I’m examining myself in a full-length mirror in the hall. I didn’t expect the dress to be quite so figure-hugging, or the black Laboutins to feel quite so luxurious, and I certainly didn’t think I’d be transformed into some elegant, classy stranger. But with my hair swept into an up-do, a touch of make-up applied and the silver heart necklace in place, classy elegance is the undeniable effect. 
 
    Ready for my first proper date with Max, I give myself a silent reprimand for ever doubting him...and then a silent reprieve. After all, considering recent events, it’s no wonder I nearly worked myself up into a jealous frenzy over nothing. How was I to know what he was planning? 
 
    The doorbell rings, and my stomach turns a somersault. Leaving the mirror behind, I skitter to the front door, open it, and stare in awe at what I find. Smart and dapper in a black suit, eyes glinting with promise and those soft lips smiling, he’s waiting for me half-way down the steps. 
 
    ‘Good evening, Miss Fairbrother.’ He presents me with a single red rose. 
 
    ‘Why, thank you, Mr Delaney.’ Trying to keep it together, I hold the flower to my nose. 
 
    He mounts the top step, and gives me a shameless kiss. ‘You look absolutely stunning.’ 
 
    ‘And you look...’ I bite my lip. Apart from the bruising to his left cheek and a slightly swollen nose, he’s perfection personified. The words ‘utterly fuckable’ totter on the edge of my tongue, but I’m dressed like a lady and I should probably act like one. ‘Edible,’ I breathe. 
 
    He takes my hand and leads me out to the Bentley waiting on the drive. Once we’re both installed, with Chesty joining us in the front alongside the chauffeur, the car pulls away. 
 
    ‘Where are we going?’ I ask, practically vibrating with excitement. 
 
    ‘Patience.’ 
 
    He threads his fingers through mine. It’s enough to trigger all manner of delectable sensations in practically every part of my body. 
 
    ‘So, I’m the prospective business associate?’ 
 
    ‘Yup.’ His lips twitch with mischief. 
 
    ‘Business associate?’ I repeat. 
 
    ‘Yup.’ 
 
    ‘But I’m just an employee.’ 
 
    ‘And my girlfriend.’ He gives me a wink. ‘The key’s in the word prospective...and that’s enough work talk.’ 
 
    Wondering exactly what I’ve done to deserve this man, I smile at him like a prize idiot. ‘That was a sneaky trick.’ 
 
    He flashes me a sexy grin. ‘It’s called a surprise. I had another look at that list of yours. Number nine, in between ‘movie night’ and ‘spooning’. Seeing as I’m dating an expert in the area of romance, I figured I’d better up my game.’ He squeezes my hand. ‘How am I doing so far?’ 
 
    ‘Ten out of ten.’ 
 
    ‘Full marks. I am a genius.’ 
 
    While I bask in a champagne glow of mutual attraction, we spend the rest of the journey in small-talk, sharing details of our respective days, or silently watching the passing scenery, hand-in-hand: Regent’s Park, St Paul’s, the City – a slide-show of landmarks that reaches a crescendo as we cross London Bridge – The Tower of London to the east, Tower Bridge illuminated against the night, Southwark Cathedral straight ahead, its four spires just visible above the rooftops. Reaching the south side of the river, the Bentley takes a left and we finally draw to a halt outside a sleek, modern building. Getting out of the car, I look up in dizzy admiration at a pyramid of glass and steel. It’s only when a hand comes to the base of my spine, unleashing a divine surge of lust, that I manage to break the spell. 
 
    ‘The Shard?’ I turn to Max. 
 
    ‘Why not? We started the day with a beautiful view. I’d like to end it on a similar note. Shall we?’ 
 
    ‘Be rude not to.’ 
 
    With Chesty close behind, Max guides me through the lobby and into an elevator. It takes no time at all for us to reach the thirty-first floor. When the doors slide open, Max takes my hand, and leads me out. 
 
    ‘Can you guess what it is yet?’ he asks. 
 
    Conscious of the warmth of his skin, the strength in his fingers, I glance round at a plush reception area. ‘Well, seeing as we’re in a restaurant, I should say it’s number three.’ 
 
    ‘No flies on you.’ 
 
    ‘Certainly not. And well done, by the way. You finally get to have dinner with me.’ 
 
    ‘I always get what I want.’ 
 
    We’re approached by the maître d′. Recognising Max, he leads us straight through to a private dining room. 
 
    ‘Wow.’ Immediately, I’m drawn to the windows, unable to resist the view of London by night. Under an inky sky, the Thames threads its way between the two halves of the city, a silky-black ribbon flanked by familiar sights. And further out, towards the horizon, tiny pinpricks of light – thousands upon thousands of them – randomly scattered across the shadows. ‘This is incredible.’ I turn to the room now. Warm, luxurious and intimate, with a wooden floor and low lighting, there’s a single table at the centre, laid out with a centrepiece of beautiful white roses. 
 
    The maître d′ waits to seat us before he disappears through a door at the back of the room. And now, I’m facing the best view of all: in the soft light, Max looks amazing tonight, and I’m in paradise. 
 
    ‘I’ve taken the liberty of ordering wine,’ he says. ‘I hope you don’t mind.’ 
 
    ‘Of course not.’ 
 
    Eyes meet, and we slide into a comfortable silence, totally immersed in each other like a pair of loved-up teenagers. And while I luxuriate in those deep coffee swirls, a familiar sensation burgeons in my chest, threatening to consume me at any minute and tip me over the edge into reckless bliss. I’m saved by the appearance of the wine waiter. Making a show of uncorking a bottle of white, he pours a little for me to taste. 
 
    ‘Shouldn’t this be the gentleman’s job?’ I ask. 
 
    The wine waiter shakes his head. ‘The gentleman requested that the lady tastes.’ 
 
    ‘Equality,’ Max explains. ‘And besides, I have no idea about wine.’ 
 
    I take a sip. ‘Nice.’ A nod to the waiter. He pours a glass for each of us, and disappears. ‘How much did this cost?’ 
 
    ‘The wine?’ 
 
    ‘Everything.’ 
 
    ‘Not telling.’ 
 
    ‘Max...’ 
 
    He holds up a hand. ‘Billionaire,’ he reminds me. ‘If I want to spoil you, I will. And there’s nothing you can do about it.’ He raises his glass across the table. 
 
    Feeling slightly ridiculous, I raise my own. ‘What are we drinking to?’ 
 
    ‘Us, probably.’ 
 
    We clink our glasses, take a sip of wine, and then set about the business of studying the menu. With orders taken, we’re left alone again. 
 
    ‘So...’ he begins. 
 
    ‘So...’ I shimmer under his gaze. 
 
    ‘Let’s talk.’ 
 
    ‘About what?’ 
 
    ‘You. I want to know everything about you. Every last tiny, excruciating detail.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know where to start.’ 
 
    ‘Good job I have a plan then.’ He leans back, completely at ease. 
 
    ‘Of course you do.’ 
 
    ‘I’m going to refer back to our list. It’s a handy start. Number one’s not worth talking about. So I’ll begin with number two. Romantic holidays. Tell me where you’ve been, and where you’d like to go.’ 
 
    Before the starter arrives, I tell him about that holiday in Majorca – the only time I’ve ever been abroad – which leads inevitably to more about Mum, the reason I never dared leave the country. Digging in to seared scallops with all the trimmings, we stray into childhood territory, and before long he knows the main details: how I yearned for normality, more friends, a decent social life, all of which were out of the question...because the bottle always came first; how I read like a demon and buried myself in my studies, because there was no other escape. 
 
    And while he rewards me with hideous tales of boarding school, the main course arrives: halibut for me, Hereford beef for Max. I swing the conversation back to travel, telling him how I got the occasional postcard from my father, and dreamed of those locations: Hong Kong, Los Angeles, Sydney. And when Max asks me about the bands he managed, we segue smoothly into musical tastes, an area of distinct difference which earns me an overdose of narrowed eyes and frowns. 
 
    ‘You like some crap.’ He digs his fork into the last mouthful of beef. 
 
    ‘I do not,’ I laugh, amazed at how easy conversation flows with this man. 
 
    ‘Yes, you do,’ he laughs back, raising the fork to his mouth. ‘I’m going to introduce you to opera. No arguments.’ The beef disappears. 
 
    ‘A snotty opera lover.’ I lay down my knife and fork. I’ve already polished off the fish, and I’m nearly full. ‘I should have known.’ 
 
    ‘A woman with terrible taste in music,’ he counters. ‘I should have known.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not all terrible.’ 
 
    Chewing happily, he raises an eyebrow. 
 
    ‘I used to listen to Mum’s CDs,’ I explain. ‘She had great taste. Some of it rubbed off on me.’ 
 
    ‘What did she listen to?’ Putting down his own knife and fork, he refills the wine glasses. 
 
    ‘A whole load of stuff.’ I glance at the ceiling, trying to visualise her collection. ‘Mostly sixties music: the Beatles, the Stones, that sort of thing.’ I hesitate, return my attention to his eyes, and share a precious detail. ‘She loved Dusty Springfield. I think I do too. There’s this one song. It was her absolute favourite. ‘I’m Going Back’. I listened to it the other night.’ 
 
    ‘What’s it about?’ 
 
    ‘Missing your childhood, I think. Wanting to go back to when things were simple...when you had no cares or worries.’ 
 
    He cocks his head. ‘A nice thought, but it’s a pipe-dream. You can’t turn back the clock.’ 
 
    ‘No. And anyway, I wouldn’t want to go back to my childhood. It was never that simple.’ 
 
    ‘Neither was mine.’ 
 
    ‘Still...I wouldn’t mind a bit of simplicity.’ 
 
    ‘Then that’s what you’ll get. I’ll make it my next mission.’ 
 
    And I’m sure he will. While our eyes lock again, and we sail through another long, intimate silence, that warm sensation returns to my breast and a chirpy voice calls out from the back of my head: ‘He’s the one. No doubt about it. He is the one.’ 
 
    ‘I know,’ I say, deciding it’s time for a little frivolity. ‘So, what if I told you I love Eurovision?’ 
 
    He gives me a look of mock terror. ‘Now you’re pushing it.’ 
 
    ‘I watch it every single year.’ 
 
    He turns to a waiter who’s just appeared at our table. ‘Can I get out of here?’ 
 
    Without answering, the waiter gathers up our plates and promptly makes an exit. 
 
    ‘Next time it’s on,’ I tell Max, ‘I want you to watch it with me.’ 
 
    ‘What have I let myself in for?’ 
 
    ‘A whole load of trouble. Am I putting you off?’ 
 
    ‘Nah. It’s impossible for you to put me off.’ With a slow, lazy smile, he reaches over the table and brushes my cheek. ‘I like this.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Seeing you happy.’ 
 
    ‘All your doing.’ 
 
    ‘That is progress.’ His hand drops to mine. Immediately, I’m fixated by it. ‘A few days ago, I just made you angry.’ 
 
    He certainly did. But none of it was his fault. ‘I think you were just a convenient target,’ I admit, veering back to the deep and serious. ‘The truth is I was angry before I met you. I’ve been angry ever since Mum died. I just couldn’t work out why.’ 
 
    ‘And now you can?’ 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    ‘If it’s any help, I have a theory.’ 
 
    I look up. 
 
    He draws in a breath, and begins to smooth a thumb across the back of my hand. ‘I’ve spent most of my life doing the right thing, looking out for my mum, watching over Seb, trying to keep my father under control. In all that time, I never really thought about myself. And now I’m free to be who I really am, I don’t even know who that is.’ He pauses. His eyes flash. ‘If you weren’t here right now, I’m pretty sure I’d be lashing out.’ 
 
    I’m already half-way to understanding where he’s going with this. But I need to hear his theory explained in full. ‘Go on.’ 
 
    ‘You spent all your life caring for your mother – and I’m not saying it was her fault, because she had her own demons. But maybe it left you feeling a little lost...because you never really had the chance to find out who you were. Maybe that’s why you’ve been so frustrated – not because she self-destructed and left you – because you’d never found your own...anchor.’ He blinks a few times. ‘Does that make sense?’ 
 
    Breathing a little faster now, I nod. It makes absolute sense. I have no idea how he’s managed to home straight in on a truth that’s been eluding me for months, but it doesn’t really matter. The fact is, he has, and that’s all that counts. 
 
    ‘Celine,’ I murmur, thinking back to someone else who prodded me in the right direction. ‘I talked to her about it. She said you can’t bring yourself back until you know what the real problem is.’ 
 
    ‘She’s a wise woman.’ 
 
    ‘I know. And you’re a wise man. I think you’ve hit the nail on the head.’ I blink, shake my head. ‘How did that happen? How have we gone from Eurovision to psychoanalysis?’ 
 
    ‘Shitty European pop music has its uses after all.’ His hand squeezes mine. ‘We seem to have strayed down to the deep end. How about we go back to the shallow?’ 
 
    ‘I’d love that.’ 
 
    ‘No running. No jumping. No heavy petting. That’s for later.’ He beckons the waiter. ‘We’ll have dessert now.’ 
 
    By the time we’ve finished a scrumptious bramble cheesecake, the conversation’s moved to the future. While he listens intently, sometimes adding ideas of his own, I tell him my plans for Phillips. And when we’ve finally exhausted that particular topic, he changes the focus. 
 
    ‘How about your personal life? What are your hopes there?’ 
 
    ‘Just to be happy.’ I bite my lip, wondering whether or not to be completely honest, and deciding in a heartbeat it’s the best policy. ‘I’d like to get married...and all that.’ 
 
    His lips curve upwards. ‘I’ll bear it in mind.’ 
 
    He’d better. Because I rather suspect I’d specifically like to be married to him. ‘How about you?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve never really considered marriage,’ he says, his voice almost inaudible. ‘But now you mention it...’ Drifting into silence, he simply gazes at me, as if he’s lost in a reverie. 
 
    I swoon inwardly, my body a chaos of tingles, as I imagine Max standing beside me at an altar, Max presenting me proudly as his wife, Max holding our first child...and then I blush. ‘What’s going on in there?’ I ask, resolving to land back on Earth as soon as possible. 
 
    ‘Not much.’ He taps the edge of his plate. ‘I was just thinking...dinner tastes so much better with you. I knew it would.’ 
 
    With a glance around the room, I sigh in contentment. ‘You’ve done extremely well tonight. Very romantic. Congratulations.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ He picks up his napkin and nods to a waiter. ‘But it’s not over yet.’ 
 
    ‘It isn’t?’ 
 
    He shakes his head. ‘So, if we get rid of this smudge of cream just here.’ He leans over and carefully wipes the left corner of my lips. ‘I’ll be able to keep a suitably straight face during the next bit.’ 
 
    ‘The next bit?’ 
 
    Abandoning the napkin, he pushes back his chair, gets to his feet and holds out a hand. Flummoxed, I get up too and put my hand in his. I’m guided to the centre of the room and turned towards a wall. 
 
    ‘What’s going on?’ I chuckle. ‘Don’t tell me you’ve had it freshly painted.’ 
 
    ‘So you can watch it dry? No. I’ve got you something much better than that.’ He kisses me lightly on the cheek, and then calls out: ‘We’re ready.’ 
 
    Immediately, the wall begins to move. 
 
    I practically jump out of my skin. ‘It’s a partition!’ 
 
    ‘Still no flies.’ 
 
    I watch the partition draw back, gradually revealing a second room, but one that’s not decked out for dinner. Instead, I’m presented with a band: a drummer, a couple of guitarists, a small string section, a trumpet player, a saxophonist...and a male singer – all laconic, relaxed, and uber-stylish. 
 
    ‘What the...’ My eyes widen in amazement. 
 
    Swivelling me round to face him, Max draws me in. ‘Care for a little number seven?’ 
 
    With four clacks of the drum-sticks, the first song of the evening begins. I recognise it immediately. ‘Moondance’. While my excitement levels spin through the ceiling, Max slides an arm around my waist, gently places a palm on my bottom and takes my left hand in his right. The contact sets off a legion of flutters through my stomach, a tremor of want between my thighs, and a sudden rush of something I can only describe as pure, unadulterated happiness. 
 
    ‘You are a romantic genius,’ I laugh. 
 
    ‘A quick learner,’ he counters. ‘Now, just follow my lead or we’re going to make a complete pig’s ear of this.’ 
 
    Holding me close, he begins to guide me round the impromptu dancefloor with a skill that belies the truth: in spite of his claims, he knows exactly what he’s doing. And I’d better not muck it up. Concentrating like a demon, after a few whirls and spins – and a couple of stumbles on my part – I finally settle into a rhythm. 
 
    ‘I asked for this song,’ he tells me. ‘Listen to the words. It’s from me to you.’ 
 
    I do as I’m told, totally lost in a daze...because if I’m not much mistaken, Mr Delaney’s telling me he’s fallen. 
 
    Swept away by an over-load of perfection, by the time the song comes to an end, it feels as though I’ve washed up in my own personal nirvana. Still held firmly in his arms, I’m granted a few moments’ respite before ‘It Don’t Mean a Thing’ kicks into life. With the tempo ratcheted up, I’m suddenly swirled and swept around the dancefloor, dizzy in his arms and laughing like a lunatic, while Max chuckles with delight. We’re both out of breath when the band moves on to ‘It Had to be You’. Tightening his embrace now, and keeping his eyes on mine, he slows the pace, lulling me further into a dream-like state as one song melds into another. I’m soon conscious of nothing but the gorgeous, sexy man I’m dancing with. And as far as I can make out, he’s aware of nothing but me. I have no idea how long we spend like this, but when the final chords of the final song fade into silence, I’m whirled to a halt and kissed to within an inch of my life. 
 
    At this point, I’m sure it should be us applauding the band. Instead, it’s the band applauding us. Released from Max’s arms, I join him in thanking the musicians before he leads me back to the windows, where we survey the world below, arm-in-arm, fitting together like two pieces of a puzzle. I feel like I’m drunk on it all, floating freely above the stresses and strains with every last care and worry abandoned down there in the city’s shadows. 
 
    ‘Your latest mission,’ I say, convinced nothing will ever be complicated with this wonderful man at my side. ‘It’s already accomplished.’ 
 
    ‘For now.’ 
 
    ‘I think this might be the best night of my life.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll second that.’ 
 
    He turns me towards him, slips his arms around my waist and kisses me slowly, with a tenderness that threatens to liquefy me on the spot. The instant he breaks the kiss, I’m on the verge of bringing up the ‘L’ word. 
 
    And that’s when I hear a cough. 
 
    We turn in unison to discover Chesty standing behind us. 
 
    ‘What is it?’ Max stiffens. 
 
    The big man hesitates, then bursts the bubble. ‘Christophe. We’ve lost him again.’ 
 
    I glance at Max, just in time to catch a frown. 
 
    ‘And how did you manage that?’ he demands. 
 
    ‘He got wise. Shook off a trail on his car. Bit of a chase.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not tracking it?’ 
 
    Chesty shakes his head. ‘Got wise to that too. Dumped it in a back street.’ 
 
    ‘For fuck’s sake.’ Max looks back to me. ‘Don’t worry. He’ll turn up again. Chesty, tell me we’ve got everyone covered.’ 
 
    ‘Not exactly.’ Chesty hesitates again. ‘Ella’s friend...Marnie...she was with him.’ 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
    Snuggled up next to Max on the back seat of the Bentley, I call Marnie at least ten times before we reach Regent’s Park...but she doesn’t answer. It’s only as we pull up outside the house that I finally realise she won’t recognise my new number, and send her a text instead. 
 
    It’s Ella. Are you okay? Call me. 
 
    A hand comes to my thigh. 
 
    ‘Try not to worry too much,’ Max says. ‘It’s probably just another of Christophe’s ridiculous tricks.’ 
 
    I can hear the lack of conviction in his voice. ‘I don’t believe that. And neither do you.’ 
 
    His eyes flicker in the gloom. ‘My people are onto it. We’ll find her, I promise.’ He brushes a strand of hair from my face. ‘Let’s go in.’ 
 
    The next hour drags by in a sombre silence. No more chatting. No more laughing. After changing into a pair of leggings and a sweatshirt, I slump onto a sofa and wait anxiously for a reply from Marnie. In the meantime, Max makes us both a coffee, or takes me in his arms and smooths my hair, or calls Chesty for an occasional, disappointing update. Eventually, just after midnight, he suggests it’s time for bed. 
 
    ‘There’s nothing more we can do. You should try to get some sleep.’ 
 
    With a reluctant nod, I follow him to the bedroom, placing my mobile on the bedside table before I throw off my clothes and slip under the covers. 
 
    Immediately, I’m drawn into his chest, but he makes no move towards sex. Instead, he simply holds me in his warmth while I do my best to fall into sweet oblivion. But it’s a pointless exercise. Before long, I’m fretting again, wondering where Marnie is, what’s going on, whether or not she’s okay. It’s soon obvious there’ll be no sleep tonight. 
 
    I turn my attention to the man lying next to me. Tuning into the rhythm of his breathing, and patiently monitoring the tension in his muscles, I wait until I’m certain he’s fast asleep. Then I make my move. Slowly prising myself out of his arms, I steal from the bed, pull on my clothes, grab my mobile and return to the living room. I’m back on the sofa, about to make another call when the screen lights up with Marnie’s name. 
 
    ‘Thank fuck,’ I breathe, answering quickly before the ring tone kicks in. ‘Marnie, where are you? What’s happening?’ 
 
    At first, I hear nothing. Then a series of shallow, uneven breaths. Finally, she speaks, in a shrunken voice that instantly sets me on guard. ‘Are you alone?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Where’s Max?’ 
 
    ‘Asleep. Marnie, tell me what’s going on.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t.’ There’s a silence. A muffled whimper. ‘I’m at the club. Come and get me, Ella. Please.’ 
 
    ‘Isn’t Christophe with you?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    Thank goodness. 
 
    ‘He’s gone. He stormed off and left me here...We had a row.’ 
 
    A row? Something tells me it was more than that. 
 
    ‘Okay. I’ll get Max to bring me over.’ 
 
    ‘No!’ Her voice rises in panic. ‘Just you. Please, Ella. Leave Max where he is. You’ll be back before he wakes up. I don’t want anyone to know.’ 
 
    My brain snaps to attention. ‘Know what?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t... Just don’t tell anyone. Don’t tell Max.’ 
 
    Don’t tell anyone? Don’t tell Max? That she had a row with Christophe? None of this makes sense. Unless... 
 
    ‘What did he do to you, Marnie?’ 
 
    There’s another whimper, then a series of breathless statements, punctuated by uncontrollable sobs. 
 
    ‘I just want to get out of here, and I don’t want anyone to know, especially Max. If he finds out, he’ll only make it worse. I can’t tell anyone. Just you. Please come and get me. Please. I’m so ashamed.’ 
 
    Ashamed. 
 
    A word that’s loaded with meaning. So loaded, I’m numbed by shock, completely convinced my hunch was correct. This was no argument. She’s talking about assault. I’ll lay money on it. No wonder she wants no one else involved. 
 
    ‘Okay,’ I reassure her. ‘I’m on my way.’ 
 
    ‘On your own?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I promise. Which room are you in?’ 
 
    ‘Four.’ 
 
    ‘Who’s on the desk?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know.’ 
 
    ‘Whoever it is, you’ll need to let them know I’m coming. They’ll have to let me in. Can you do that?’ 
 
    ‘I think so.’ 
 
    ‘Good.’ 
 
    The phone goes dead. 
 
    Exhausted, I try to gather my thoughts. I know I should wake Max and let him know what’s going on. But he’ll never let me go to the club on my own. And I can’t break my promise to Marnie. She wants my help and my confidence. Determined to give her both, I push aside the niggles and make what might turn out to be a rash decision: I’ll leave Max to sleep, rescue my friend and take her back to my house, and then I’ll let him know where I am. 
 
    Five minutes later, after creeping back into the bedroom for a pair of trainers, I’m lurking at the bottom of the staircase, car keys in one hand, mobile in the other, wondering how on earth I’m going to break out of here unnoticed. After all, I’m currently holed up in a billionaire’s mansion, which must be alarmed to high heaven. 
 
    But then again... 
 
    Reminded of the billionaire owner’s secret escape route – a bench and a wall – I’m peering down the hallway, eyeing up the door to the swimming pool when another door opens and Chesty makes an appearance. 
 
    My heart rate increases. 
 
    ‘You okay?’ he asks, bleary-eyed. 
 
    Shit. A complication I can do without, but a complication that might provide and answer to my dilemma. ‘Can’t sleep.’ I close my fist around the keys. ‘Worried about Marnie.’ 
 
    He nods, but says nothing. 
 
    ‘I just...er...need a bit of fresh air. It might send me off.’ I glance down the corridor. ‘Can I get into the garden?’ 
 
    ‘The garden?’ 
 
    ‘Just for a few minutes.’ 
 
    Expecting him to tell me it’s out of the question, I hold my breath. I can barely believe it when he motions me to follow him back through the open doorway into a spacious kitchen. At the far end, he keys a code into a pad on the wall and slides open a glass door. 
 
    ‘I’ll wait in here,’ he says. ‘Need to alarm it again when you’re back.’ 
 
    ‘Of course. Yes. Thank you.’ 
 
    With a meek nod, I make my way out into the night and wander across the lawn, trying my level best to give off an air of doing nothing more than thinking things through. It’s only when I reach the cover of trees that I begin to move faster, discovering along the way that it’s no easy task to navigate a strange garden in the dark. Heart pounding now, I stumble on through the shadows, eventually discovering the wall...and then a bench. Clambering onto it, I run my palms across the brickwork, letting out a triumphant ‘Yes!’ when I locate the promised footholds. I heave myself up, straddle the top of the wall and peer down the other side. It’s quite a drop. Maybe seven or eight feet. But if I want to press on with my lunatic mission, there’s no alternative. Squeezing my eyes shut and hoping to God I’m not about to break a leg, I lower myself down the outer side of the wall, clinging on for dear life until my arms are fully extended. 
 
    And then I let go... 
 
    After a split second of abject panic, I hit the ground with a thud. Immediately losing my balance, I tumble over backwards in the process. 
 
    ‘Shit.’ 
 
    A quick damage assessment reveals I’m okay, so I get to my feet and break into a run, weaving a path through quiet streets until I arrive at my own. Slowing down, I stoop behind a line of cars, just in case the Audi men are still on watch. When I come to my own car, I quickly open the driver’s door and get in. And then, with senses on high alert, I set my mobile on the passenger seat, slip the key into the ignition, and pull off. 
 
    An hour or so later, after a frantic journey, I finally arrive at the club. The gates swing open as soon as I announce my name, and before long I’m standing in a deserted car park, facing a house that’s swathed in shadows and anything but inviting. 
 
    I glance down at my mobile – switched to silent when Max first began to call, soon after Chesty evidently alerted him to my disappearance. Six more calls since then, and five texts too, none of which I’ve had time to read. He must be worried out of his head by now. I really should send him a quick text in return, just to reassure him everything’s alright. I’m about to make a start when a light flicks on in the entrance hall, distracting my attention. I watch a figure appear in the doorway and descend the steps. 
 
    ‘Ella?’ A man I’ve never seen before. 
 
    ‘That’s me.’ 
 
    ‘Can I borrow your keys?’ He notes my reticence. ‘It’s just that the club’s closed and you’re not supposed to be here. If I park your car round the back, no one’ll notice.’ He nods up at the penthouse. ‘Don’t want to get in trouble with the boss.’ 
 
    I hesitate. ‘But you let Christophe in...’ 
 
    ‘Not me. I only came on shift an hour ago.’ He holds out a hand. ‘Anyway, he’s gone now. And your friend’s pretty upset. You should go to her. East Wing. Room four. The door’s open.’ 
 
    I glance down at the hand, reluctantly give up the keys and watch as the stranger gets into my car and drives away. 
 
    There’s no time to gather my wits. Instead, I skitter up the steps, take a left in the lobby and head off down the East Wing corridor. A few seconds later, I’m tentatively pushing at the door to room four. 
 
    ‘Marnie?’ 
 
    No answer. 
 
    Edging forwards, I take stock of a scene that’s barely illuminated by a pair of bedside lamps. 
 
    ‘Marnie?’ 
 
    An unmade bed. Shadows languishing across ruffled, black satin covers. 
 
    ‘Are you here?’ 
 
    A series of paintings. Female nudes in various lewd poses. 
 
    ‘Marnie?’ 
 
    An open wardrobe door. An occasional table, a decanter filled with amber fluid, two tumblers...a knife. I falter, register the slightest change in my breathing – a catch, a jitter – the first tell-tale signs of panic. 
 
    And then I hear a click. 
 
    I turn slowly, and freeze. 
 
    Because I’m facing the last person I expected to see. 
 
    ‘What’s the matter?’ Christophe slurs. ‘Cat got your little English tongue?’ Grey eyes flash. ‘I know what you’re thinking. Mon Dieu, I’ve gone and fallen into Christophe’s nasty, wicked trap.’ He slips a key card into his pocket. ‘And you’re right, of course.’ And then, as if I’m of no interest whatsoever, he simply walks straight past me. ‘Glad you could make it. Please do take a pew.’ 
 
    The panic spikes now. Fuelled by fear and disbelief, it robs me of all ability to move, to breathe, to think straight...and leaves me staring blankly at the door. 
 
    ‘Don’t bother,’ Christophe calls from behind. ‘It’s locked. And please don’t ask me where Marnie is. I’m not in the mood to share.’ 
 
    Somehow, I manage to prod myself into action. I swing round to find him standing at the table, pouring himself a glass of whisky. My eyes flick back to the knife. 
 
    ‘What have you done to her?’ I demand. 
 
    He picks up the tumbler, takes a mouthful and motions to a wing-back chair. ‘I said I’m not in the mood to share.’ 
 
    ‘Where is she?’ 
 
    ‘Shut up,’ he growls. ‘And sit down. I don’t wish to be violent with you...not yet.’ A hard smile touches his lips. 
 
    Shivering, I wrestle my body and brain back under control and try to swallow. And then, keeping my eyes fixed on his, I move over to the armchair and lower myself into it. 
 
    ‘Now, let’s begin with practicalities,’ he says. ‘I suppose you have your mobile with you.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be ridiculous. Give it to me.’ 
 
    Extending a hand, he approaches. Lips fixed in a straight line, eyes filled with a combination of disdain and determination, the hand unwavering, rock-solid: everything about him demands compliance. There’s no alternative but to comply. I pull the mobile from my pocket and offer it up. 
 
    ‘There you go. That wasn’t so difficult.’ He throws the phone onto the bed, takes another sip of his drink and blithely changes the subject. ‘Quiet out there, isn’t it? Nobody around. So good of Sebastian to show a little respect and shut the club for a couple of days.’ Turning his attention to one of the lewd paintings, he makes a show of inspecting it. ‘He’s not here, you know. Sebastian. In London for the night, with Zachary and their respective ladies.’ He throws a glance at me. ‘Where’s Max tonight? No. Don’t tell me. All tucked up in bed?’ 
 
    ‘I get it,’ I mutter, thankful that Chesty intercepted me. At least now Max is awake, and probably trying to work out where I am. I just hope he comes to the right conclusion. ‘No one’s coming to my rescue.’ 
 
    ‘Absolutely not.’ 
 
    ‘So what do you want?’ 
 
    ‘Still thinking about that.’ Glass in hand, he seats himself on the end of the bed. ‘I tend to make things up as I go along. I like to take advantage of situations as they present themselves, react to events as they arise.’ He stops abruptly and examines his nails. Spotting something interesting, he sucks on a finger. 
 
    ‘I know you’re angry,’ I venture, deciding to try a little reasoning. ‘About yesterday.’ 
 
    ‘Very angry indeed,’ Christophe corrects me. ‘And now I’m even angrier.’ He levels his gaze on me. ‘Because I’ve been banned from this place.’ 
 
    I can’t help pointing out an obvious fact. ‘And yet you’re here.’ 
 
    ‘It always pays to have an inside contact.’ 
 
    Of course. The stranger who greeted me outside, then took my car to hide my presence. Christophe’s right. I’ve gone and fallen into his nasty, wicked trap, and I’ve only got myself to blame. I’ve been an idiot. 
 
    ‘Such a pain,’ Christophe sighs. ‘My last insider was forced to leave. I can’t tell you the bother I had finding another. All that work, and I only get to use him once.’ He pouts dramatically. ‘C’est la vie.’ 
 
    I say nothing. There might be a constant chill of fear in my veins and a rising nausea in my stomach, but at least my brain’s clearing now. And it’s currently trying to find a way out of this mess. 
 
    ‘Do you know why I’m here?’ he asks. 
 
    ‘Not really, but I’m sure you’re going to tell me.’ 
 
    ‘Of course I am,’ he grimaces. ‘I came to collect my things.’ He waves a hand round the room. ‘Sebastian said he’d return them, but I don’t trust him. And seeing as he’s otherwise engaged tonight, I thought why not? So, I got rid of the tracker, shook off that ridiculous tail and brought Marnie along for the ride, so to speak. One last session.’ He gets up and refreshes his glass. ‘Such a shame she had to go and ruin it.’ He knocks back the entire tumbler-full and pours some more. ‘Snooping through my stuff while I was in the shower.’ With a grunt, he reaches into his pocket and produces something. ‘She found this.’ 
 
    Swaying slightly, he moves towards me, stops a couple of feet away and holds out a hand. A delicate silver chain slips through his fingers. It’s followed by a tiny silver heart. Descending the full length of the chain, it comes to a halt and swings from side to side. 
 
    Fury sweeps through me. I fight the urge to leap up from the chair and rip the necklace from his hands. ‘This isn’t news. I knew you took it. I just couldn’t work out why.’ 
 
    ‘Why don’t you have a guess?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe it’s because you’re twisted.’ 
 
    ‘Ouch. That hurts.’ 
 
    ‘Cut the amateur dramatics.’ 
 
    ‘But I’m very good at it. In fact, I should have been on the stage.’ With a distinct air of nonchalance, he returns to the table and refills his glass. ‘So, here’s the story, my sweet little Ella. I’m the one who took your necklace. Or should I say I had someone do it for me.’ He returns to me. ‘I knew Marnie had a key. I got her sloshed one night – plenty of champagne – and then I slipped the key to an associate. It was copied and back in her handbag before she sobered up. And then, while we were chatting away on that hideous boat, my associate let himself into your house. He had some fun with your underwear – and a window, I believe – and stole this for me. A trophy.’ He raises the necklace. ‘What a little piece of crap.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t...’ 
 
    Cold eyes lock onto mine. 
 
    ‘Oh, I’m so sorry. It means a lot to you. Come. Get it.’ 
 
    Glass in one hand, necklace in the other, he waits for me to do as I’m told. But yet again, I can’t seem to move. 
 
    ‘You don’t want it? Fine.’ 
 
    Discarding the necklace on the bed, he sits next to it, slugs back more whisky and watches me for a while. It’s more than uncomfortable, but at least it gives me time to weigh up the situation. I glance at the door, remind myself it’s a hopeless option, and then the en-suite, wondering if I could lock myself in, maybe slip through a window – if there is a window. 
 
    ‘Marnie was furious,’ he says at last, smiling in mock sympathy. ‘Poor girl. She had no idea what I’m really like...who I really am. But sometimes we so desperately want to believe in someone, we blind ourselves to the truth.’ He looks into space. ‘It took a while to calm her down. Thank God we were here. I don’t keep handcuffs at home, you see...or gags. And they came in handy. Gave me time to think.’ He turns the glass in his hands. ‘What to do next, Christophe, now the game’s up?’ 
 
    ‘The game was already up. Just tell me where Marnie is.’ 
 
    ‘In my own time.’ He focuses back on me. ‘I have more to say.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure you do.’ And I’ll let him say it, let him indulge in a pointless rant while I come up with some sort of plan. 
 
    ‘I want to tell you the truth about Max.’ He stares at me now, face rigid, lips parted slightly, tongue working at his teeth, slow and snake-like. 
 
    ‘I already know the truth,’ I tell him, realising I’ll need a weapon. 
 
    ‘Do you though? Do you know he’s taken everything from me?’ 
 
    ‘He sacked you. That’s all.’ 
 
    A hate-filled laugh infects the air. ‘Ridiculous woman. You know nothing.’ He gets up again, and approaches. ‘Look at me.’ 
 
    I glance past him, to the lamp on the left, registering a sturdy, metal base. 
 
    ‘I said look at me.’ 
 
    This time I comply, wondering if he’s pissed enough for me to get the upper hand. 
 
    ‘You need to know exactly why I hate him.’ 
 
    ‘Do I?’ Because if he is pissed enough, then I might just stand a chance of reaching my weapon. 
 
    ‘Of course.’ He sways again. ‘I’m going to tell you something now.’ 
 
    ‘Go ahead.’ 
 
    ‘I’m going to tell you a secret about the Delaneys.’ He holds up three fingers. ‘Maximillian,’ he slurs. ‘Sebastian. Zachary. The unholy trinity. Do you think that’s really it? A dissolute sexual predator like Phillip Delaney? Don’t you think he’d have a whole clutch of bastards out there?’ 
 
    ‘I have no idea.’ 
 
    He leans down, bringing his face close to mine, and circles an index finger round it. ‘Don’t you see?’ 
 
    ‘See what?’ 
 
    ‘Look a little closer.’ 
 
    I can’t help it. Even though I just want to slap him – and God knows he’s close enough – I do as I’m told. And that’s when I see it: something I’ve never noticed before...a faint touch of Max in his nose, his forehead. ‘You’re not telling me...’ And I’m not buying this. ‘Just because you look similar, it doesn’t mean you’re related.’ 
 
    ‘Point taken.’ He stands up straight. ‘But you can’t argue with a DNA test. And if you don’t believe me, you can always ask Max. Or Sebastian. Or that other one.’ 
 
    While Christophe wafts a hand through the air – as if he’s swatting Zach straight out of existence – I fumble for words, knocked off-balance by something that seems less unlikely by the second. 
 
    ‘It can’t be true.’ 
 
    ‘Why not? Because nothing’s ever been said?’ 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    ‘Or is it because nothing’s ever been said in public?’ He finishes off the whisky and goes in search of more. ‘Let me tell you the true story of Christophe Dupont.’ He lifts the bottle. ‘Whether you want me to, or not.’ 
 
    He pours the last of the whisky, places the empty bottle back on the table and makes a start. ‘Once upon a time, there was a lady of the night, a French lady, very beautiful. Let’s call her...Maman.’ He raises the glass and inspects the contents. ‘Now, back in the eighties Maman lived in London, where she became involved with a man we’ll refer to as...Papa. This was no love affair, of course. No fairy tale romance. It was a business arrangement, pure and simple. However, before long, Maman discovered that she was with child.’ 
 
    Turning his attention to me, he touches his chest and mouths the word ‘moi’. And then he gives up entirely on the story-telling conceit. ‘I have no idea how I came to exist, Ella, but I suspect it was no accident. In fact, I rather suspect I was something of an investment. You see, Papa had no wish to acknowledge his half-French bastard, but this never seemed to bother Maman. I suppose it was because her silence was well-funded. She was only too happy to sign an agreement, move to Paris and take me with her.’ 
 
    He slugs back a mouthful of whisky. ‘And now you’re wondering why I was allowed to visit. Well, to tell you the truth, I have no idea. A change of mind, perhaps.’ Another mouthful. ‘But I spent every summer with my brothers, not that I knew they were my brothers...not until Maman became ill.’ As if he’s watching some imaginary scene, he stares into space. ‘I was twenty-two at the time. She told me the truth just before she died. And then, of course, it all blew up...because I told Max and Sebastian.’ 
 
    ‘But Max hasn’t said anything.’ 
 
    ‘Of course he hasn’t...because of the deal.’ 
 
    You know the deal. Max’s warning. Yesterday, it made no sense. But now it does. 
 
    ‘At first, Papa denied his paternity, but the DNA test put an end to that. He was so angry. I can’t tell you how angry he was.’ He chuckles. ‘He told me I’d never be acknowledged as his son, not publicly. And he made it perfectly clear to us all that we were never to talk about it. He even had us sign another of his wonderful agreements. If any of us broke it, we’d be out of the will.’ He cocks his head. ‘But I suppose I can’t complain. In return for my silence, I received regular payments...and the prospect of an inheritance.’ 
 
    ‘And a job,’ I remind him. 
 
    ‘Papa gave me a chance.’ 
 
    ‘But...’ Why would this cause such animosity? ‘None of this explains why you hate Max.’ 
 
    ‘It’s simple,’ he counters, as if it should be perfectly obvious. ‘I’m the eldest, the true heir. I worked hard at DelCorp and I did well. My father was beginning to see my true potential. I’m telling you this so you know: it should be me up there in that fancy office, not Max. And the only reason I’m not is because Max has always seen me as a threat – nothing more than the bastard son of a whore, a cuckoo in the nest – and he’s filled my father’s head with lies.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure there’s more to it than that.’ 
 
    ‘There’s nothing more to it,’ he growls, suddenly agitated. ‘He’s taken everything that’s mine, turned my father against me, turned Sebastian against me. Even when I discovered Zach, he wouldn’t let me have my moment of glory. I never got one word of thanks, not one, not even from my father.’ Visibly shaking now, he glares at me. And then, with no warning, he hurls the glass at the wall. ‘Ungrateful shits,’ he yells. ‘The lot of them. They deserve everything they get.’ 
 
    Sensing it’s now or never, I spring from the chair and launch myself across the room. I’m aiming for the lamp, intending to rip it from its cord and crash it into his skull, but I don’t move fast enough. Hands grip at my waist. The room tumbles and turns and before I know it, I’m flat on my back on the floor. 
 
    ‘You know what I think?’ Christophe sneers, planting himself on my stomach and slamming my hands into place above my head. ‘I think everyone should have a hobby. Do you have a hobby?’ 
 
    I struggle wildly, but he’s far too strong for me. 
 
    ‘I have a hobby,’ he seethes. ‘I like to fuck with the Delaneys...especially Max. And to be fair, it’s not usually that easy. He’s far too wary, far too protected. But then you turned up. My latest opportunity.’ A trail of saliva escapes his mouth, glistens across his lips. ‘You know, at first, I didn’t have a clue what to do with you. But then I thought, let’s have some fun here, let’s fill her head with doubts and ruin this little love affair.’ 
 
    ‘It didn’t work.’ I struggle again. 
 
    ‘But I’ve got you here.’ He lowers his face to mine, so close now, I retch at the smell of alcohol on his breath. ‘All on your own. And now...I’m going to fuck you.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Come on, Ella. It’s what you do in this place.’ 
 
    I turn away. ‘Please.’ Wishing I could just pass out and be done with it, I close my eyes. 
 
    ‘Maybe I should blindfold you. Then you could make believe I’m Max.’ 
 
    ‘Please.’ Tears spring to life. ‘You’re angry. I know that, but this isn’t the way...’ 
 
    ‘Of course it’s the way.’ His grip tightens on my wrists. ‘I need to remind Max that he can’t have everything he wants. And believe me...he’ll never come near you again, not after I’ve used you.’ 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
    Incapacitating me with its venom and wrapping me tight in a nightmare limbo, terror plays its usual tricks. With no strength left to fight off the coming attack, I freeze, withdraw inside my head, resolve to feel absolutely nothing. 
 
    Which is precisely when it happens. 
 
    A frantic banging at the door. Max’s voice – desperate, yet determined – shouting my name. 
 
    As quickly as I surrendered to a grim fate, the urge to resist resurfaces. Shaking myself into action with a scream, I force my eyelids open and wince as Christophe slams a palm across my mouth. It’s enough to silence me, but with my left hand freed, I’m suddenly re-energised and more than ready to fight. Reaching up, I grab a handful of his hair and pull for all I’m worth. 
 
    ‘Ella, I know you’re in there,’ Max calls. ‘Hang on. Sebastian’s on his way. He’ll open the door.’ 
 
    ‘Fuck you all,’ Christophe growls, yanking my fist from his head and struggling to his feet. 
 
    In a daze, I’m hauled from the floor and swung to face the door. An arm clamps around my waist, forcing me against his chest, and I’m dragged backwards until we come to a halt next to the table. Vaguely aware of Christophe leaning to one side now, I summon every last scrap of strength and try to prise his arm away from my body. But it’s a pointless exercise. I’m about to land a quick backwards punch when he moves the restraining arm a little higher, tightens his grip and knocks the breath right out of my lungs. 
 
    ‘Stop it,’ he hisses, bringing the knife in front of my face. ‘Be still.’ He shifts the knife to my neck, touches the tip against flesh. 
 
    And I’m paralysed again, certain this is the end, able to do nothing but stare at the door...and wait. 
 
    It seems to take forever, but I’m sure it’s only seconds before I hear a click. In a flurry of movement, the door flies open and we’re joined by Max, Sebastian, Chesty...and finally a man I’ve never seen before in the flesh. Slowly, warily, all attention fixed on Christophe and me, the four men spread out in a line. And from the corner of my eye, I notice Chesty reaching to his inside pocket. 
 
    ‘Don’t bother,’ Christophe warns him. ‘I’ll slit her throat before you can pull the trigger. Now be a good boy. Take it out – very carefully – and put it down there.’ 
 
    With a hesitant glance towards Max, Chesty does as he’s told. Producing a hand-gun from the pocket, he takes a step forward, places it on the floor and withdraws. 
 
    ‘That’s better,’ Christophe drawls. ‘Now keep back. All of you.’ He presses the knife to my throat. ‘We don’t want to ruin this lovely carpet.’ 
 
    The tears are flowing now, and it’s through a blur that I lock my eyes onto Max. ‘I’m sorry,’ I manage to whisper. 
 
    ‘You’ve got nothing to be sorry for.’ He gives me a small nod, as if to tell me everything’s going to be alright. But I know it’s not. ‘Marnie told me what happened.’ 
 
    Oh, God. Marnie. ‘How is she?’ 
 
    ‘She’s fine. Don’t worry.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry?’ Christophe laughs. ‘What kind of advice is that?’ 
 
    Immediately, any hint of warmth disappears from Max’s expression. Switching his focus to Christophe, he raises a hand, palm forward, and proceeds to lay out the situation. 
 
    ‘The police are on their way, Christophe. Celine’s talking to them right now. What you’ve already done is serious enough. You’ll be arrested and you’ll end up in prison...’ 
 
    ‘So what?’ Christophe growls. 
 
    ‘You don’t want to make things worse for yourself.’ 
 
    ‘How can they possibly get any worse, Max? You don’t seem to understand. I just don’t care anymore.’ 
 
    ‘Not at the moment.’ 
 
    ‘Not ever.’ 
 
    ‘Because you’re drunk.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe I am.’ 
 
    ‘And not thinking straight.’ 
 
    ‘Nonsense. I’ve never been so lucid in my entire life.’ 
 
    ‘Lucid?’ The frown on Max’s forehead says it all. He’s getting nowhere fast, and he knows it. ‘Christophe, listen to me, please. You need help.’ 
 
    ‘Me? Why?’ 
 
    Clearly bracing himself to deliver a home truth, he takes in a breath. ‘Because you’re not well.’ 
 
    ‘Not well?’ Christophe’s voice rises. ‘I’m not well? Just take a look at yourself, you sick fuck.’ 
 
    At first, I’m barely aware of the knife shifting position, or the trail of heat in its wake. It’s only when I catch a pulse of horror in Max’s eyes that I realise I’ve just been cut. 
 
    ‘No,’ I whimper. 
 
    ‘Wait!’ Raising his hand a little further, Max takes a step forward. ‘I get it. It’s me you want to hurt. Always has been. So...let Ella go and we’ll sort this out between ourselves.’ 
 
    ‘Fuck you.’ 
 
    ‘Just do it, Christophe.’ Suddenly losing patience, the fourth man steps into the fray. 
 
    ‘Ah. Behold!’ Christophe sneers. ‘The bastard they actually welcomed into the fold. Greetings, Zachary.’ 
 
    ‘Cut the crap and do as you’re told.’ 
 
    ‘I see you’ve mastered the requisite Delaney arrogance. By the way, nice try at dressing up, surf boy. I like the suit. But you know what they say: you can’t polish a turd.’ 
 
    ‘Let her go.’ 
 
    ‘I said fuck you, muscle man. Didn’t you hear?’ Once again, the arm tightens round me, and my lungs flail. ‘Maybe I should put him back in his place, Ella. What do you think?’ He brings his face close to mine. ‘What was that? Yes? But how to do it?’ Another hard squeeze. ‘Oh, I know. I’ll tell him what I did. Because he still hasn’t worked it out, still doesn’t know who brought the press to his crappy Cornish door.’ 
 
    Fighting to take in a breath, I struggle to focus on the half-brother, watching his face tauten. 
 
    ‘You?’ He starts forward. 
 
    ‘Yes. Me.’ 
 
    Thank God for well-honed army instincts. Before Zachary’s managed a second step, Chesty grabs him by the arm and draws him back. 
 
    ‘Calm down,’ Christophe bleats. ‘It isn’t illegal, you know, talking to journalists. And let’s face it, you deserved everything you got. If it weren’t for me, you’d still be pissing about with wet suits. I’m the one who found you, Zachary. I’m the one who gave you all the benefits of being a Delaney, and yet you showed me no gratitude. Instead, you listened to him.’ The knife points briefly at Max. ‘Is it any wonder I decided you needed to pay the price.’ 
 
    ‘Pay the price?’ Zachary tugs against Chesty’s hold. ‘Do you have any idea what you caused?’ 
 
    ‘Naturally.’ 
 
    ‘If Max doesn’t kill you, I will.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, yes,’ Christophe chuckles. ‘Murder. A distinct family trait.’ His lips brush against my ear, moist and cold. ‘Shall we stir up the shadows a little more, Ella? Shall we move on to Sebastian now? Shall we ask him where he buried the body?’ 
 
    I’m turned slightly. 
 
    ‘There he is. All suited and booted, just like Zachary. But carrying off the look like a natural, Sebastian. Very dapper tonight.’ 
 
    Not to mention primed for attack. With no sign of the carefree playboy persona, there’s nothing but loathing on his face. 
 
    ‘Look at him, Ella.’ The knife grazes against my skin. ‘See how his hands are balled into fists, how he’s glaring at me with daggers in those handsome eyes? It’s because he could never quite work out how the past caught up with his beloved lady friend. But now he knows...it was all down to me. And perhaps he’s even realised Alex was in my pocket too.’ He sighs, dramatically. ‘Ah, dear old Alex. I miss him so much. Such a shame he had to leave. But never mind. I rewarded him well.’ 
 
    ‘You put everyone in danger.’ Sebastian lurches into life. ‘You’re a twisted bastard.’ 
 
    ‘At least I’m not a murderer,’ Christophe gloats. ‘DCI Crawley. Does that name ring a bell?’ 
 
    ‘How do...’ His question disintegrates into a feral growl. 
 
    ‘Stop.’ Laying a firm hand on his brother’s arm, Max takes control. ‘Leave this to me, Seb.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, leave it to Max,’ Christophe says. ‘After all, it’s his bitch who’s going to die.’ 
 
    My legs threaten to fold. On the verge of passing out, I close my eyes and tell myself this isn’t happening...this can’t be real. And while the next few seconds pan out in silence, I see nothing, think nothing, hear nothing but the sound of my own lungs fighting for their last few, ragged breaths. 
 
    ‘What did I tell you?’ Christophe’s thick voice invades the darkness. ‘Everyone needs a hobby. And I’m very good at mine. See how I’ve fucked with them all?’ He tightens his grip again, forcing a tiny whimper from my throat. ‘And now it’s time to fuck with Max – my own personal nemesis. The bearer of a charmed life. A thief...usurper...a cheat.’ 
 
    I feel the blade press harder. 
 
    ‘Tell me something, brother. Do you love this woman?’ 
 
    ‘Just let her go,’ Max says. 
 
    ‘Not until you tell me the truth. Do...you...love...her?’ 
 
    I open my eyes and find him again, through a haze of terror and confusion. And what I see sets my heart pounding at what might have been: his gaze resting on mine, completely open, overflowing with honesty and tenderness, and longing. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ he murmurs, his voice threatening to break. ‘I do.’ 
 
    I get no chance to tell Max I love him too. The blade cuts again, just a little. Another stinging heat, a vague trickle of warmth, and the room begins to swirl. 
 
    ‘You hear that?’ Christophe demands. ‘He loves you. Isn’t that beautiful?’ He pauses, then speaks directly to Max. ‘You were right, you know. I do want to hurt you. I want to hurt you more than ever. And now I know exactly how. I’m going to take the woman you love.’ 
 
    ‘Listen.’ Max takes a step forward. His eyes harden. ‘Before you do anything, Christophe, you need to think this through. No matter what happens next, you’ll end up in prison for a very long time.’ 
 
    ‘So what?’ 
 
    ‘If you go through with this, you’ll leave me alive.’ His eyes flicker. ‘And if you leave me alive, I’ll take my revenge.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t care.’ 
 
    ‘Really? You should.’ Clamping his lips together, he breathes heavily through his nose, takes a few moments to regain total control, and then wills a ruthless determination into place. Every inch the heartless, power-hungry mogul I first mistook him for, it’s clear where he’s going next. Negotiation’s got him nowhere. It’s time to move on to threats. ‘Let me fill you in on the details,’ he says quietly. ‘They might just change your mind.’ 
 
    ‘Try your best.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s talk about prison for a start.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not scared of prison.’ 
 
    ‘You should be, Christophe. Because if you think you’ll be safe from me there, you’re very much mistaken.’ 
 
    ‘Dream on.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t need to dream. I’ve got money. I’ve got the means. I can make damn sure you suffer on the inside.’ 
 
    Christophe chuckles. ‘Delusions of grandeur.’ 
 
    Max glances back. ‘Chesty?’ 
 
    Immediately on the same wavelength as his boss, the big man grins. ‘Boss?’ 
 
    ‘You’ve got some contacts?’ 
 
    ‘Fucking nasty ones.’ 
 
    ‘And they could get to him?’ 
 
    ‘Piece of piss.’ 
 
    ‘Good.’ A small, satisfied smile reaches Max’s eyes. ‘And I take it you could find someone to kill a man?’ 
 
    ‘Too fucking right.’ Chesty puffs up with pride. ‘The slow, painful way, of course. I know a decent cleaner too.’ 
 
    ‘The one we used?’ 
 
    ‘With Crawley? Yeah. He doesn’t bury the bodies, mind. He’s got a much better way of clearing up the mess.’ 
 
    ‘That’s settled then.’ The smile slips from Max’s face. It’s replaced by menace. ‘After all those years of suffering, Christophe, the very day you’re released, we’ll take it to another level. And then you’ll just disappear. So think about it.’ He glances at me. ‘You take the woman I love, and you give me the motive...and you know I’m tenacious.’ He gives Christophe time to process the information. ‘So why not just let her go, and keep hold of the knife? And take your chances with me?’ 
 
    I have no idea how long it takes for Christophe to reach a decision. While the room moves in and out of focus and blood pounds through my brain, I don’t even know if I’m breathing. Held in a vice-like grip, and ultra-conscious of the blade at my throat, I watch Max for the slightest hint of what’s going on. For an age, there’s nothing. Totally fixated on Christophe, every sinew on high alert, he doesn’t even blink...not until Christophe finally loosens his hold. 
 
    ‘I want them out of here.’ Removing the knife from my throat, he jerks it at the other men before pointing directly at Sebastian. ‘And I want his key card.’ 
 
    ‘You can have it, for what it’s worth, but you’ll have to be quick,’ Max warns. ‘They’ll be back in soon enough.’ 
 
    ‘No bother. It won’t take long to stick a blade in your heart.’ 
 
    My lungs splutter back to life, leaving me sucking in short, sharp breaths. 
 
    ‘Give me the card, Seb.’ Without taking his eyes from Christophe, Max holds out a hand to the side. 
 
    ‘Have you completely lost it?’ Sebastian demands. 
 
    ‘Maybe, but what choice do I have?’ 
 
    Entirely focussed on Max, I’m vaguely aware of movement behind him – Sebastian’s blurred form slipping a key card into his brother’s hand, figures withdrawing from the room – and I want to cry out, to scream at him to drop the idea, but I’m muted by a new terror: that I’m about to lose the man I love, because the damn fool’s resolved to sacrifice himself for me. 
 
    ‘So now we’re alone,’ Christophe says. ‘Make sure that door’s locked.’ 
 
    Max does as he’s told, then turns, takes a couple of steps forward and throws the card to the floor. ‘Now let her go.’ 
 
    In an instant, I’m set free and shoved out of the way, propelled towards the end of the bed. Staggering to a halt, I swivel round to find the two men facing off against each other. 
 
    ‘I have nothing left to lose,’ Christophe flicks the blade, beckoning Max towards him. ‘Let’s see how much of a man you are.’ 
 
    With no hesitation at all, it’s Max who makes the first move, lunging straight at Christophe and grappling for his right wrist. In response, Christophe clasps a hand over Max’s face and forces his head back. That’s all I see with any clarity. Within seconds, chaos reigns, and I’m watching helplessly as bodies lock together, careering this way and that in a mess of flailing limbs and vicious punches. It’s only when the pair of them topple onto the table, sending the empty whisky bottle spinning across the floor, that I manage to urge myself back to action. A decent weapon, I decide, scurrying after it...only to waver at the sight of blood – a thick, glistening streak of crimson seeping into the carpet. 
 
    It’s pure instinct that takes over, telling me I need to stop Christophe in his tracks, for once and for all – because that’s definitely Max’s blood, and a simple bottle won’t do the job. Back to Plan A. While the men get to their feet and wrestle for control, I aim for the bedside table on the right, grab the lamp and yank it from the cable with all the strength I can muster. 
 
    I approach the brawl, biding my time while Max steals a grip on Christophe’s right arm and thrusts it into the air with brutal strength. Tightening his grasp, he’s on the point of dislodging the knife when Christophe lands a punch to his stomach. It leaves him reeling for a moment or two before he’s pitched back towards to the bed with another punch. 
 
    One eye on the blade, I hold my breath and raise the lamp. But before I can act, Max is back for more. Hurling himself at Christophe, he dodges the knife, grabs his wrist and yanks his arm backwards. 
 
    The knife drops. 
 
    And I grab my opportunity. 
 
    Darting forward, I smash the base of the lamp squarely into the back of Christophe’s skull. I gasp as he crumples, folds and collapses to the floor. 
 
    ‘Shit.’ Shocked, I drop the lamp and stare in disbelief at my handiwork. ‘I’ve killed him.’ 
 
    I have little idea what happens next, but before long I’m enfolded in a familiar embrace, sobbing for all I’m worth into a firm chest. Vaguely aware of a new commotion all around, I close my eyes against the night’s events and willingly slink off into oblivion. It’s only the sound of Max’s voice – distant at first, but closer by the second – that finally manages to lure me back to the here and now. 
 
    ‘Ella... Ella... Ella, look at me.’ 
 
    Breaking the spell, I do as I’m told. 
 
    ‘Are you okay?’ 
 
    ‘I think so.’ 
 
    ‘Your throat. Let me see.’ 
 
    While he inspects the cuts on my neck, I look back to the lifeless body on the floor, transfixed, terrified at the very real prospect I’ve just killed a man. 
 
    ‘Is he dead?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Unfortunately,’ Sebastian adds from where he’s kneeling at Christophe’s side, a couple of fingers to his throat. ‘And he’s coming round. Let’s get him out of here. Give me a hand, Zach.’ 
 
    Christophe’s dragged to his feet and immediately restrained by Zach. Arms secured behind his back, he raises his head, wobbles a little, and dives straight back into his favourite pastime. 
 
    ‘Are the police here yet?’ he asks groggily. ‘Can’t wait to tell them about their colleague.’ 
 
    In a heartbeat, Sebastian grabs him by the collar. ‘Tell them what you like, you piece of shit. There’s no fucking proof.’ 
 
    A self-satisfied smirk appears. ‘But your lovely lady might be of interest to them. What is her name again?’ 
 
    ‘You say anything,’ Sebastian hisses, tightening his grip, ‘and I’ll put you six feet under. Is that clear?’ He lets go. ‘Take him to the lobby. Get him out of my fucking sight. And Chesty, fetch a first-aid kit.’ 
 
    With Chesty’s help, Zach quickly marshals Christophe out of the room. 
 
    ‘Au revoir, Max!’ His laughter recedes down the hallway. ‘Au revoir, mon frère!’ 
 
    With the bang of a door, his voice is silenced. And in a brief interlude of quiet, the sheer madness of the last few minutes slips into a sharp focus. I glance round at the carnage: an overturned table, the bottle, so many spatters of blood...the knife. 
 
    ‘How’s your neck?’ 
 
    I focus on Sebastian. ‘My neck? The cuts...they’re not too deep. I’ll be okay.’ 
 
    ‘Unlike this one.’ Sebastian’s attention snaps to Max. ‘You’re bleeding like a fucking pig.’ 
 
    I’m still reeling through shock, but panic prompts me to react. Frantically, I search Max for damage, beginning with his chest and stomach. Relieved to find no sign of serious injury, I take hold of his wrists and gasp at a series of deep cuts on his hands – evidently from where he grappled with the blade. 
 
    ‘Jesus, Max.’ 
 
    He looks down, taking in the true extent of the damage, not to mention the blood still dripping from the wounds. ‘Fuck.’ 
 
    ‘Sit down. Now.’ Taking his brother by the arm, Sebastian virtually forces him onto the edge of the bed and kneels at his side. He parts a wound. ‘This one’s down to the bone. You’re going to need stitches.’ 
 
    ‘I’m okay.’ Max winces. 
 
    ‘No, you’re not.’ Sebastian rises to his feet, scans the room, and sets about ripping up a bed sheet. Returning to Max’s side, he wraps the strips tightly around his hands and stems the flow of blood. ‘This is just temporary, to stop the bleeding.’ He sits back on his haunches. ‘Chesty can fix you up properly in a minute. He’ll see to Ella’s cuts too.’ He takes in a deep breath. ‘Just tell me, Max. What the fuck came over you? I can’t believe you did that.’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t have any choice.’ 
 
    ‘It was stupid.’ 
 
    ‘And that’s coming from you?’ 
 
    Sebastian purses his lips and raises an eyebrow. 
 
    ‘You’d go to any lengths to protect Evie,’ Max smiles. ‘I get that now.’ 
 
    Casting a knowing glance in my direction, Sebastian shakes his head. ‘You’ve got it bad, Peregrine.’ 
 
    ‘Seems that way, Cyril,’ Max confirms, eyes dancing. ‘Now...is there any chance you could give us some time alone?’ 
 
    ‘Two minutes. We need to get you to a hospital.’ 
 
    While Sebastian pushes himself to his feet, Max throws me a look that trips my pulse and reminds me of a certain declaration he made in the heat of the moment: words I’d seriously love to hear again. But this isn’t the time to press the matter. And besides, Sebastian’s stalking towards me now. 
 
    ‘Be careful what you say to the police,’ he says quietly. ‘No mention of Crawley.’ 
 
    ‘I won’t say a word.’ Which I won’t, because if I’ve learned anything about the Delaneys, it’s that it’s well worth waiting for the truth. 
 
    ‘It’s not what you think.’ Glancing back at his brother, Sebastian speaks louder this time. ‘And be good to that one. He deserves it.’ 
 
    I watch him leave the room before I turn back to Max. Still sitting on the bed, his head’s bowed, shoulders slumped. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry,’ I tell him, suddenly nervous. ‘I got a call from Marnie...’ 
 
    He looks up, obviously exhausted. ‘No apologies. I know what happened.’ 
 
    ‘But I’ve been an idiot. I fell for it. I thought...’ 
 
    ‘It’s okay,’ he insists. ‘Christophe’s the one I’m angry with, not you.’ He takes in a few shaky breaths. ‘Never you.’ 
 
    ‘You’re in pain.’ I step forward. 
 
    ‘A bit.’ He turns his right hand and inspects the temporary dressings. 
 
    ‘I’m coming with you...to the hospital.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ Getting to his feet, he sways a little, visibly shaking now. ‘I’ll get Chesty to take me. You need to stay here and talk to the police. And you should go and see Marnie. She’s in a state.’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ Marnie. There’s no way I can leave her alone. 
 
    ‘That was a close call.’ He sways again. ‘We got here just in time.’ 
 
    In a pathetic attempt to steady him, I rush forward and put a hand under his arm. ‘How the hell did you work out where I was?’ 
 
    ‘Ah.’ He smiles, a little sheepish now. ‘I might have...well...had a tracker put on your car.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Yesterday. You’re not complaining, are you?’ 
 
    ‘Well...’ I can’t help laughing at the irony. 
 
    ‘Chesty’s idea.’ He blows out a breath. ‘Just a temporary measure. He wanted to cover all the bases. This isn’t the way things are going to be. I promise. I’m not some over-protective control-freak.’ 
 
    ‘No. You’re not.’ I reach up and brush his cheek. ‘In fact, I think you might be my knight in shining armour.’ 
 
    Tentatively, he wraps his arms around me and delivers the perfect kiss. ‘Well,’ he murmurs when he’s done. ‘It doesn’t get any more romantic than that.’ 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
    The bar’s deserted, eerily quiet; a handful of lamps casting a glow around the room and just about keeping the shadows at bay. At first, I think I must have been misdirected. But then I spot a tiny figure curled up in an armchair, swathed in a blanket. Another sitting bolt upright at her side. Carefully winding my way past tables and chairs, I approach them. 
 
    It’s Celine who notices me first. I’m greeted with a nod, give one in return, and fix my attention on Marnie. 
 
    ‘You okay?’ 
 
    Clutching the blanket tight, her eyes flit to mine. ‘Fine,’ she whispers. ‘How about you?’ 
 
    ‘Fine.’ 
 
    ‘What happened to your neck?’ 
 
    I reach up and touch the plasters – hastily applied by Chesty before he whisked Max away to hospital. ‘It’s nothing. Looks worse than it is.’ 
 
    ‘Good.’ 
 
    With a few uncertain blinks, she stares at the floor. And during the silence that follows, it’s obvious neither of us knows what to say next. Which is no surprise, seeing as the last few days have tested our relationship to the brink of destruction. 
 
    ‘Look at us.’ I give her a tentative smile, because with Christophe out of the way, it’s time to move things on, and I might as well be the one to make a start. ‘Typical fucking English. I’m fine. You’re fine. It’s just a scratch.’ 
 
    A trace of humour glimmers in her eyes. ‘Stiff upper lip.’ 
 
    ‘Fuck the stiff upper lip,’ I grin. 
 
    ‘Yeah. Fuck it.’ Shoving the blanket out of the way, she struggles to her feet and steadies herself. ‘I don’t know about you, but I could really do with a hug.’ 
 
    As soon as I open my arms, she launches herself into them, and we squeeze each other for dear life. 
 
    ‘I’m so sorry,’ she whimpers. 
 
    We’re replaying my discussion with Max. It doesn’t escape me. Only this time, it’s my turn to give out the reassurance. 
 
    Bringing a hand to the back of her head, I smooth her hair. ‘You don’t need to be sorry.’ 
 
    ‘But...’ 
 
    ‘It’s not your fault. It’s all down to him. Don’t blame yourself for anything.’ 
 
    She begins to shake, and it breaks my heart. It’s not long before we’re both crying – still holding each other tight – releasing all that pent-up emotion and purging ourselves of any last hints of doubt. When I finally pull back and look into her face, I realise I’ve never seen her like this before...cowed, bereft of confidence, utterly broken. I glance towards the lobby, knowing the man responsible is out there somewhere, and wanting nothing more than to track him down and punch him where it hurts. Instead, I urge Marnie back into her chair and pull up another, sitting as close as I can. 
 
    ‘Celine said there was a fight.’ She wipes her eyes. ‘Is Max okay?’ 
 
    I nod. ‘His hands are cut. They’ve taken him to hospital, but he’ll probably just need stitches.’ 
 
    ‘Oh God.’ Her expression darkens. ‘Christophe could have killed him.’ 
 
    ‘But he didn’t,’ I counter, because there’s no point dwelling on what might have been. ‘Listen.’ I lean in and place a hand on her knee. It’s time to change the focus. Although I might be worried about Max, right now I’m far more concerned about Marnie. ‘You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to...’ 
 
    ‘I understand,’ she cuts in. ‘And it’s okay. I’m ready to talk.’ Drawing the blanket back over herself, she swallows. ‘He didn’t...force himself on me.’ Her lips tremble, her eyes lose focus and she steels herself to share the details. ‘He brought me out here to get his stuff, said he needed a shower. And I couldn’t help it. I had a look through his things.’ She hesitates. ‘I don’t even know why I did it.’ 
 
    Because of what happened in Southwold, perhaps. Because that creeping uncertainty just wouldn’t go away. 
 
    ‘When I found your necklace, he went mad.’ She turns her head, and for the first time I notice a bruise on her left cheek. ‘He hit me, went on and on about Max...and then he got the knife.’ A tear trickles down her cheek, and another. ‘I was so scared. He made me call you. I didn’t want to do it, but he made me.’ Her voice breaks into a sob. 
 
    ‘I know. It’s okay.’ 
 
    ‘I thought he was going to kill me.’ Deep, uneven breaths punctuate her words. ‘He handcuffed me...and then he gagged me. He took me to another room...and just went.’ She lowers her head. ‘I tried to get free.’ Slowly, she raises her arms, revealing a patchwork of bruises on her wrists. ‘But I couldn’t.’ 
 
    I take her hands in mine, turning them gently to inspect the marks. ‘I’m so sorry you had to go through this.’ 
 
    She pulls from my grasp. ‘I’ve been an idiot. I believed everything he said.’ 
 
    ‘He had me believing him more than once.’ I look to Celine for help. 
 
    Calmly, she touches Marnie on the shoulder. ‘I’ve already told you. Christophe can be very convincing. He lies so much, he almost believes himself. He’s hoodwinked people for years. I’ve heard what he said tonight, the things he’s done to everyone. To be honest, we’ve all had our suspicions. I’m just glad they’ve been confirmed.’ 
 
    ‘Hear that, Marnie?’ I prompt. 
 
    Tangled in her own efforts to make sense of it all, she shakes her head. ‘I thought I knew him. I thought I was in love.’ The tears flow again. ‘But it was all a lie. I’ve been conned.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not the first person it’s happened to.’ I smooth a hand down her back. ‘And you certainly won’t be the last.’ 
 
    She fiddles with the blanket, and stares into the gloom. ‘You weren’t the one who was blindfolded... It was me.’ 
 
    I squeeze her knee. I’m about to suggest another cuddle when Sebastian’s voice intervenes. 
 
    ‘The police are ready for witness statements.’ 
 
    I find him standing in front of us. 
 
    ‘You’re both needed.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, God,’ Marnie breathes. 
 
    ‘It’s okay,’ Sebastian tells her. ‘You can do this.’ 
 
    And so can I, although the prospect of raking back through the evening’s trauma isn’t exactly a pleasant one. 
 
    ‘Just make sure Christophe gets what he deserves,’ he says grimly. ‘And when you’ve finished, you can stay the night at one of the lodges. I’m sure Celine won’t mind keeping you company.’ 
 
    ‘Of course not.’ Rising to her feet, Celine holds out a hand and beckons Marnie to do the same. ‘Come on. Let’s get this done.’ 
 
    I’m quickly up and ready to join them. But before I can move, Sebastian’s hand is on my arm. 
 
    ‘A quick word before you go, Ella.’ He waits until Celine and Marnie have left the room. ‘Can I still count on your silence...where it matters?’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    ‘Good.’ He glances back at the doorway. ‘After you’ve given your statement, come upstairs and meet Evie. We’ve got a few things to talk about.’ 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I stare out at the terrace, and the darkness beyond. Don’t ask me what time it is, or when Marnie disappeared, or how long I spent spilling out a garbled statement to police. Because I just don’t know. Disorientated by a cocktail of exhaustion and shock, I hardly noticed when the clamour of voices finally died away and the club began to empty. And I certainly have no idea how I ended up alone in the bar, gazing out of the windows and wondering how the world became so unreal. Yawning, I watch a handful of raindrops stream down the window-pane, and try to gather my thoughts. But it’s impossible. Just like the raindrops, they gather and part, gather and part, but never hold together for long. 
 
    ‘Miss Fairbrother?’ I swing round to find a stranger lurking in the shadows. ‘The boss sent me to fetch you.’ 
 
    A surge of excitement. Is Max back? ‘The boss?’ 
 
    ‘Seb.’ 
 
    And now, a slump of disappointment. ‘Oh, right.’ I swallow. ‘Where’s Marnie?’ 
 
    ‘Gone to bed. Celine took her out to a lodge. They’ve got Ned with them for security.’ 
 
    I nod. ‘And Max? I can’t call him. The police took my phone. Evidence.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve heard nothing.’ He holds out a hand. ‘Seb might know more.’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    He guides me out to the lobby and leaves me to climb the marble staircase alone. Passing the first floor, where corridors lead to more rooms on both sides, I finally arrive at the entrance hall to the penthouse: a small but impressive space complete with more of those strange portraits...and an open front door. 
 
    I suck in a breath and knock, but there’s no answer. Feeling like an unwanted intruder, I edge forwards, taking in a long corridor to the right and a huge open-plan living area to the left, just as sumptuous as downstairs and decorated in the same clean-lined Art Deco style. Edging further, I register a couple of vast sofas and an open fire. Distracted by the murmur of conversation, I look over to where a marble counter separates the kitchen from the rest of the room. Sebastian stands with his back to me, partially blocking another figure from view. I move closer, listening carefully to a woman’s voice. 
 
    ‘Don’t worry about it. If he was going to say anything, he would have said it by now. You covered the tracks, Seb. Nobody’s ever going to know what happened. You’re safe.’ 
 
    My brain clicks into gear, dragging up one of Christophe’s wilder claims: that Sebastian actually murdered someone. While a cold shiver tingles at the back of my neck, I remind myself I’ve only just begun to dig through this family’s secrets, and in all likelihood there’s much more to come. But it makes no difference, because my decision’s already made. I’m never giving up on Max. Whatever baggage he brings to this relationship, I’ll do my best to understand. 
 
    ‘It’s not me I’m worried about,’ Sebastian says quietly. 
 
    ‘I know. But I’ll be safe too. He’s not going to talk. He’s far too scared. He knows what you’d do.’ 
 
    Sebastian lowers his head. ‘You shouldn’t have to live like this.’ 
 
    ‘What? In absolute luxury with the man I love? All I want is you...and this little one.’ 
 
    They wrap their arms around each other and indulge in a kiss. It’s time to alert them to my presence. 
 
    ‘I...er...I was told to just come in.’ 
 
    Sebastian turns. ‘Ella?’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry.’ With no idea what else to say, I point back to the open door. 
 
    ‘It’s okay.’ He moves to one side, revealing the mysterious woman. ‘Come and meet Evie.’ 
 
    Dressed in pyjamas, she steps forward. About the same height as me – and perhaps a little younger – with long blonde hair and vibrant blue eyes, she’s stunningly beautiful. 
 
    ‘So you’re the woman who brought Max Delaney to his knees?’ she beams, taking my arm and urging me to the counter. ‘It’s good to finally meet you.’ 
 
    ‘You too, but I can’t believe I brought him to his knees.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, you did,’ she laughs. ‘Robbed him of all reason. He was pining for you down in Cornwall.’ 
 
    I feel myself blushing, and fight the urge to squeal with glee. ‘He was?’ 
 
    She nods, eyes twinkling. ‘Massive crush.’ And now, she hesitates. ‘I’m just glad he didn’t cock it up completely.’ 
 
    ‘Oh God,’ I wince. ‘You know about...’ 
 
    ‘Everything.’ 
 
    ‘My fault, I’m afraid,’ Seb adds. ‘Can’t keep anything from this one.’ He brushes her lightly on the arm. ‘I had no idea what he’d been up to. Not until your visit on Monday night. After I managed to get the truth out of Celine, I gave him a piece of my mind, believe me.’ 
 
    ‘And when I got back from Cornwall, he was still worked up about it,’ Evie explains. ‘He had to tell me.’ 
 
    ‘It’s okay,’ I assert, although I’m still wincing for England. ‘And I owe you an apology, Sebastian...for the tattoo thing.’ 
 
    ‘Call me Seb. And don’t worry about that. If Max hadn’t been a total pillock, there wouldn’t have been any confusion. And you weren’t to know about Evie. She’s not been out much recently.’ 
 
    ‘Terrible morning sickness.’ She places a palm on her stomach. 
 
    Morning sickness? ‘You’re pregnant?’ 
 
    ‘Early days.’ 
 
    Mouth open, I glance from Evie to Sebastian, then back again. ‘Congratulations.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ The pride in his eyes says it all. Sebastian Delaney is spoken for, one hundred percent. ‘Now, if you don’t mind, I need to check in with Chesty.’ Picking up his mobile, he wanders off towards the front door. 
 
    I’m tempted to follow, but I don’t want to appear rude. Instead, I turn my attention to a huge sheet of paper spread out on the counter. 
 
    ‘Plans,’ Evie tells me. ‘Top secret. The members haven’t been informed yet.’ 
 
    ‘Informed?’ 
 
    ‘We’re converting this place into a hotel.’ 
 
    My mouth falls open. That’s the last thing I expected, Sebastian turning his back on the libertines. ‘Really?’ 
 
    She nods. ‘Now he’s going to be a dad, Seb doesn’t think it’s appropriate to live above a sex club. Can’t say I disagree. So, it’s going to be a high-end hotel...with a golf course. Can’t stand golf, but there you go.’ She touches the page. ‘We’re building a family house down here, near the lake.’ 
 
    ‘Showing off the plans?’ Returning to us, Sebastian slips his mobile onto the counter, an arm round Evie’s back, and delivers the news. ‘Max is fine. He’s being stitched up. The police are with him. He’ll be back as soon as he can.’ 
 
    ‘Thank God,’ I sigh. 
 
    ‘Seems like you’ve got it bad too,’ he chuckles. ‘Anyway, I’m in need of lubrication. Glass of wine?’ 
 
    The ‘new me’ really should go for a coffee, but I think I’ve deserved it. ‘Please.’ 
 
    ‘Red or white?’ 
 
    ‘Anything.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing for me, Seb.’ Evie takes herself over to the sofas and slumps into position next to the fire. ‘It won’t stay down.’ 
 
    ‘You should go to bed,’ he calls after her. ‘It’s been a long night.’ 
 
    ‘I might be exhausted, but I’m not an invalid. I’m fine.’ 
 
    With a shrug, Sebastian skirts round to the other side of the counter, opens a cupboard and pulls out a pair of glasses. ‘You must be exhausted too, Ella. We’ve got a couple of guest rooms up here. Zach and Amy are in one. You’re in the other.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t want to intrude. I’ll stay in the lodge with Marnie.’ 
 
    Shaking his head, he takes an opened bottle of white from the fridge. ‘You’ll stay here. We’ve had orders from the big brother. Apparently, you’re family now.’ He fills the glasses and hands one to me. ‘I’m sorry you had to go through this. Christophe really flipped this time.’ 
 
    ‘It’s fine.’ Raising the glass to my lips, I notice my hands are still shaking and lower it again. 
 
    ‘No, it’s not.’ He motions to the sofas. ‘Shall we?’ 
 
    I’m feeling more than a little nervous as I take a seat opposite Evie, and watch Sebastian slump down at her side. After all, I’ve been party to an interesting conversation tonight, and God knows what I’m about to discover. 
 
    ‘So, what did you say to the police?’ he asks, getting straight down to business. 
 
    ‘Nothing that might compromise you.’ 
 
    He touches a finger to his forehead, clearly relieved. ‘Thank you.’ 
 
    ‘But what Christophe said didn’t make much sense.’ 
 
    ‘Believe me, I’m still trying to get my head round it.’ 
 
    I wait for some sort of explanation and when nothing’s returned, I decide I’ll just have to push it. After all, even though I’m firmly committed to Max – come what may – I’m still suffering from an overload of curiosity. 
 
    ‘Who was Crawley?’ I ask. 
 
    As if she can’t stomach the name, Evie winces. ‘Someone from my past. Someone with a grudge. Not a pleasant man. He managed to track me down. We didn’t know how...not until tonight. We always thought it was an ex-employee.’ 
 
    A name jumps to my lips. ‘Alex?’ 
 
    She nods. ‘He disappeared straight after it happened, so we pinned the blame on him. But it looks like he was just passing information to Christophe. It was Christophe who acted on it, and Christophe who dug up Crawley.’ 
 
    From the look on her face, I can tell this is no easy matter for her to discuss, but I just can’t stop myself. ‘And now he’s dead?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ She shakes her head, lets out a breath. ‘But it’s not what you think. Sebastian’s no murderer.’ As if she’s working out exactly what to say next, the right way to go about this, she hesitates. ‘I don’t know you, not yet. But I’m sure we’re going to be good friends. And when the time’s right, I’ll share the whole story with you.’ 
 
    A ghost of memory flashes in her eyes. ‘Crawley’s dead. And believe me, he brought it on himself. But he had unpleasant acquaintances, and we don’t know what they’d do if they found out what happened to him. So for now, I’m begging you...’ Her voice falters. ‘Begging you to trust me and keep this to yourself.’ She places a hand on her stomach. ‘For the sake of everything I love.’ 
 
    It’s enough to convince me I’ve heard enough...for now. ‘I won’t say a word,’ I promise, coming to the silent conclusion that I really like this woman. Because there’s a warmth about her, a quiet strength, a complete sincerity that’s already won me over. 
 
    She nods her thanks, and moves the conversation on. ‘So...I hope they put Christophe away for a long time.’ 
 
    ‘They will,’ Seb mutters. 
 
    ‘What about the man who let me in?’ I ask. 
 
    ‘Disappeared, but he’s wanted for aiding and abetting.’ He watches me, warily. Even though I’m apparently family now, it’s clear I still haven’t earned his trust. 
 
    ‘I can’t believe you’re related to Christophe,’ I offer. 
 
    ‘Neither can I.’ He takes a gulp of wine. ‘How much do you know about him?’ 
 
    ‘Just what he told me.’ 
 
    ‘Probably lies. I don’t suppose you feel like sharing?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I do.’ Largely on account of the fact that my brain’s still demanding clarity, even though it’s the middle of the night and I am exhausted. So I relay everything Christophe told me: everything I can remember about his mother, his childhood, his relationship with his father, his time at Delcorp, and his hatred of Max. As soon as I’m done, I thank the heavens I didn’t opt for coffee and slug back a good half of the wine 
 
    ‘Okay.’ Getting to his feet, Sebastian makes his way to a sideboard. He opens a drawer and pulls out a photo. After gazing at it for a few seconds, he approaches and hands it over. ‘Time for the truth.’ 
 
    I examine the photo. Three boys – two teenagers flanking a younger boy of around eight or nine. An older man standing behind them. Maybe in his fifties, he’s smiling broadly. 
 
    ‘Christophe was never more than an irritant to my father.’ Sebastian picks up his wine and returns to Evie’s side. ‘He never wanted it made public that Christophe was his son. Partly pride, I suppose. He didn’t want anyone thinking he ever had to pay for it.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a bit harsh.’ 
 
    ‘You have to remember he used his newspapers to slam his enemies. He used any sleaze he could find to destroy people. He didn’t want the world to know he had sleazy secrets of his own.’ 
 
    Fair enough. But... 
 
    ‘If that was the case, why did Christophe spend so much time with you?’ 
 
    ‘Ah.’ Sebastian’s eyes glimmer fondly. ‘That was all down to Uncle Harry.’ He motions to the photo. ‘My father’s older brother. That’s him there. Christophe on the left, me in the middle, Max on the right.’ 
 
    He gives me time to take it all in before he goes on. 
 
    ‘Harry was a good man. Unlike my father, he actually had a heart. And he was the only person my father ever looked up to. The old man listened to Harry, confided in him, and when he told him about Christophe, Harry didn’t like the idea of cutting him out of the family.’ He takes a sip of wine. ‘So he came up with a plan and somehow convinced my father to go along with it. He’d pass himself off as an old friend of Christophe’s mother and have him over to stay every summer to improve his English. At least that way we’d have some contact with each other – even if we didn’t know we were brothers – and I suppose he hoped the old man might change his mind one day and acknowledge his son.’ He leans back against the sofa. ‘Fat chance.’ He takes another sip of wine. ‘And then it all came out.’ 
 
    ‘When Christophe’s mother died?’ 
 
    He nods. ‘My father swore us to secrecy and made us sign a non-disclosure. It wasn’t exactly a pleasant experience...and I felt sorry for Christophe.’ 
 
    ‘Just like Harry,’ Evie says. ‘A big softie.’ 
 
    ‘Only with some people,’ Sebastian counters. ‘Imagine it though. Your own father doesn’t want to know you. It’s bound to screw you up.’ 
 
    ‘It certainly is,’ I agree, thinking of my own father now, the lack of interest after he moved out and abandoned me. 
 
    ‘At least that’s what I used to think.’ 
 
    Floored by Sebastian’s statement, I look up. 
 
    ‘That picture was taken well before Christophe knew who his father was,’ he says. ‘Look at him.’ 
 
    Examining the photo again, this time I home in on Christophe. With an arm draped around Sebastian’s back, he’s smiling across at Max, but the smile isn’t quite right. Why? That’s the question. I search his eyes now, and find the answer. They’re hard, resentful. 
 
    ‘He’s always been that way,’ Sebastian says. ‘Nasty and conniving. I just didn’t want to see it. Now look at Max.’ 
 
    I frown. ‘He doesn’t seem too happy.’ 
 
    ‘Never was, not when Christophe was around. He didn’t like him, never trusted him. The truth is Max saw straight through him...and Christophe knew it.’ 
 
    ‘But you didn’t?’ 
 
    ‘Just like Uncle Harry.’ He touches his forehead again. ‘You know, Max told me something once...a few years ago...about when I was taken.’ 
 
    Evie snaps to attention. ‘You don’t need to talk about that.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry. I want to.’ He glances at her, puts a hand on her knee, then turns back to me. ‘We were staying at Harry’s place out in the country. Christophe was with me at the time. The kidnapper wasn’t interested in him, so he let him go. But Christophe didn’t go straight back to the house.’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t?’ 
 
    ‘No. He said he’d got lost. And he told the police we’d been in a completely different part of the grounds when it happened. That threw them off the trail. It took them longer to find me.’ He narrows his eyes, stares into space. ‘I always thought Christophe was just mistaken, but Max had other ideas. When we were older...much older, he told me he was sure Christophe had done it on purpose.’ He takes in a breath. ‘He only told me that because I was hanging out with Christophe at the time. He was trying to get me to see the truth, but I wasn’t interested.’ His eyes fill with despair. ‘We had a row over that, fell out for months.’ 
 
    ‘Seb?’ Evie leans forward. 
 
    ‘It’s okay.’ He runs a hand through his hair. ‘We knew we were brothers by then, and I thought, ‘Sod Max. He’s just jealous. Christophe’s alright.’ So I had fun with Christophe. Lots of it. At least that’s what I thought it was at the time.’ He gets to his feet. ‘You don’t need to know the details. Let’s just say he introduced me to some bad people, didn’t stop me when I made bad choices.’ He takes the photo back, glances at it, then down at Evie. ‘He got me into that shit on purpose. I can see that now. He’s been trying to destroy me for years.’ He crumples the photograph. 
 
    What shit? That’s what I’d like to ask, but this isn’t the time to probe further. Sooner or later, I’m sure to find out more about Sebastian’s past mistakes. I watch him drop the crumpled photograph to the floor, rub a hand over his mouth and wrestle with his obvious agitation. 
 
    ‘It was Max who dragged me back from the edge,’ he says. ‘Max who helped me set up this place – he knew I needed something to occupy me. And then he persuaded the old man to give Christophe a job at DelCorp.’ 
 
    ‘He did?’ I’m flummoxed. ‘But why? 
 
    ‘To keep an eye on him. Max believes in keeping your enemies close.’ 
 
    ‘Okay,’ I frown. ‘So is that why you let him be a member here?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ he says flatly. ‘At first I was too trusting, still wanted to give him the benefit of the doubt. But I had my eyes opened...slowly. I’ve wanted to get rid of him for a long time now, but he’s got a lot of friends here, and they’re all important clients. I didn’t want to ruffle any feathers.’ 
 
    ‘But now he’s gone,’ Evie smiles. 
 
    ‘Thank fuck,’ Sebastian smiles back. ‘And those clients don’t matter anymore, not now.’ He heads back towards the counter, picks up the bottle and returns. ‘By the way, Ella. Christophe didn’t prove himself at DelCorp.’ He sits down again. ‘In fact, it was quite the reverse. My father knew he was useless...but he didn’t cut him out completely. Christophe stood to inherit ten million if he kept his head down.’ He pours himself another glass of wine. ‘It just wasn’t enough.’ 
 
    ‘But he’ll still inherit?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know.’ 
 
    ‘What about DelCorp?’ 
 
    ‘It all belongs to Max. I don’t want anything to do with it, and neither does Zach.’ He pauses, wavers, makes a decision. ‘But I can tell you one thing. DelCorp’s about to change.’ 
 
    ‘Seb.’ Evie lays a hand on his thigh, a quiet warning. ‘Be careful.’ 
 
    He nods. ‘It’s for Max to tell you the rest, Ella. And seeing as you’re family now, I’m sure he will.’ He picks up his glass. ‘I believe you’re about to enter the inner circles of Delaney trust.’ He raises the glass in a toast. ‘You’d better brace yourself.’ 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
      
 
    Safely holed up in a guest bedroom, deprived of sleep by a sore neck and the night’s revelations, I toss and turn under the covers. Every little noise makes me jump and shiver – the patter of raindrops against the window, a distant, muffled voice, the occasional creak of woodwork – and I’m still wide awake when the door opens, spilling a shaft of light into the room. 
 
    A spark of excitement flickers inside, only to fade when Sebastian comes into view. 
 
    ‘What’s wrong?’ I ask. 
 
    ‘Nothing. I just thought you should know Max is back.’ 
 
    The spark flickers again. 
 
    ‘He’s down in his room trying to freshen up.’ Drawing close to the bed, he hands me a key card. ‘I think he could do with some help.’ 
 
    As soon as Sebastian’s out of the room, I spring from the bed, pull on a silk robe borrowed from Evie, and scurry off in search of Max. Thankfully, the lights have been left on outside the apartment and in no time at all I’m back downstairs, standing breathless outside room two and swiping the card over the mechanism with shaking hands. Easing the door open, I inch my way into a familiar room. And with immediate effect, my eyes come to rest on the bed. It’s the first time I’ve seen it since our last tryst, and the very sight of it threatens to send me careering off into delicious memories. 
 
    ‘Fuck it.’ 
 
    At the sound of his voice, I jolt back to the present and make a beeline for the bathroom, where I find him fumbling with his jeans. 
 
    ‘Having trouble?’ I ask. 
 
    He looks up, worn out and gloriously ruffled. He’s already managed to remove his T-shirt, and I grab the opportunity to admire his broad shoulders, the beautiful slope of muscle and sinew leading down to his neck, that perfectly defined chest and taut stomach. 
 
    ‘I wanted to surprise you.’ His dark eyes meet mine. 
 
    ‘Well, I’ve beaten you to it.’ Batting off an attack of lust, I move in close, carefully take hold of his hands, and examine them. 
 
    ‘This one’s not too bad.’ He turns the left one, revealing nothing more than a couple of strips of tape. ‘But this one.’ Heavy-duty dressings on the right. He tries to wiggle his fingers, without much success. ‘Not much use, I’m afraid.’ 
 
    I tut. ‘I’m sure we can work around it. Can you still hug?’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes.’ 
 
    He opens his arms, and I sink straight into them. We touch foreheads and stay like this for an age, utterly content to be back in each other’s company...exactly where we should be. 
 
    ‘What a night, eh?’ he murmurs at last. 
 
    ‘Yeah, what a night.’ I pull back. ‘You were an idiot, Max. Christophe could have killed you.’ 
 
    ‘But he didn’t. I’m more than a match for him.’ 
 
    ‘Less of the bragging, Mr Delaney.’ 
 
    ‘Less of the worrying, Miss Fairbrother. False imprisonment. Attempted murder. Grievous bodily harm. He’ll go to prison for a very long time. It’s over.’ 
 
    Which should be enough to calm my fears. ‘But he won’t be in there for ever...’ 
 
    ‘No. But when he gets out, I’ll make damn sure he never comes anywhere near us again.’ 
 
    ‘How?’ Dragged up from the recesses of my brain, Max’s earlier threats play back through my mind. Alongside his current, unreadable expression, they manage to conjure the worst possibilities. ‘You wouldn’t...’ 
 
    ‘Despite what Christophe said, murder isn’t in the genes.’ 
 
    ‘I know, but...’ 
 
    ‘He’ll be quietly encouraged to leave the country. That’s all.’ He hesitates. ‘And then he’ll get his inheritance.’ 
 
    ‘Max, no!’ I gasp. ‘Ten million? Think what he could do with that...to hurt us.’ 
 
    He traces a thumb down my cheek. ‘He’s in the will. He’ll get what he’s owed, and then we’ll increase security. Now we all know what he’s capable of, there won’t be any slip-ups.’ 
 
    ‘Bodyguards,’ I grumble. 
 
    ‘Plenty of them,’ he confirms. ‘Whether Christophe’s around or not, if you want to be with me, that’s something you’ll need to get used to.’ 
 
    He waits for my reaction, probably half-expecting me to walk away from his gilded cage. But that’s the last thing on my mind, because all I can think about now is a future with Max, and it’s a future I want. 
 
    ‘I’m not going anywhere,’ I tell him. 
 
    ‘Good.’ With a small nod, he takes in a breath and closes his eyes. ‘Because I meant it, you know.’ 
 
    ‘Meant what?’ 
 
    Eyelids rise. ‘My answer...to Christophe’s question.’ 
 
    If I’m not much mistaken, we’re about to head into uncharted territory. My thoughts tumble over themselves, my heartbeat triples, and while a fizzing sensation takes hold of my stomach and my lungs threaten to implode, I watch those perfect lips rise into a slow, languid smile. 
 
    ‘I love you,’ he says. 
 
    Everything I want to hear. Three simple words. They leave me grinning like a lunatic. Because I can practically feel it now – that magical, unfathomable force. It’s sweeping through me, body and soul, restoring brilliance to a jaded world and fixing everything that ever broke. 
 
    ‘So when did this happen?’ I ask, suddenly drunk on it all. 
 
    ‘Probably that first morning I came down to see you. Never felt anything like it before. Thought I had indigestion.’ 
 
    ‘It could have been indigestion,’ I suggest mischievously. 
 
    ‘But I don’t eat breakfast.’ 
 
    ‘Point taken.’ 
 
    He brings his left hand to my hair, moves a strand to one side and watches its slow movement. ‘It was love. Still is. Always will be. I mean, look at you.’ He locks eyes. ‘A beautiful, intelligent, feisty woman who won’t let me touch her snow globe. What’s not to love?’ The smile deepens. ‘Why do you think I signed off those texts with an X?’ 
 
    ‘I thought it was your pseudonym?’ 
 
    He shakes his head, just a little. ‘It was never that. It was love. I love you, Ella Fairbrother. And I’m making it my mission to see that you love me back.’ 
 
    ‘Mission accomplished.’ I touch his cheek, and say what I should have said a few hours ago. ‘I love you too.’ 
 
    As if I’ve just told him something he’s needed to hear his entire life, his eyes spark with pure happiness. A hand comes to the back of my head, bringing me in for a long, delectable kiss. 
 
    When it finally ends, I cup his face in my palms. ‘We should get some sleep. You look knackered. Come on. I’ll sort you out.’ 
 
    I lead him to the bedroom, encourage him to sit on the end of the bed and take off his shoes and socks. And then, while he watches me intently, I urge him back to his feet and unbuckle his belt. Jeans removed, I drape them over the chaise longue and return for the final act. Dropping to my knees, I slowly slip down his pants and whistle at the sight of a huge erection. 
 
    ‘Somebody’s pleased to see me.’ I get back to my feet. 
 
    He glances down. ‘Unruly little fellow. I apologise on his behalf.’ 
 
    I untie the silk robe and let it slip from my shoulders. 
 
    ‘That’s not helping.’ Like a child eyeing up a particularly tasty cake, he surveys my naked body, blows out a breath through his teeth and draws me in for another hug. 
 
    ‘Sorry.’ I run my hands over his shoulders and down his back, soaking up familiar contours. 
 
    ‘I’m not entirely sure how to go about this,’ he says into my ear, ‘but I’d seriously like to make love to you now.’ 
 
    I turn my head slightly. ‘After what you’ve been through?’ He’s got to be kidding. ‘You need to rest, Max. Bed.’ 
 
    It takes a good couple of minutes to make him see sense. But after argument and counter-argument, he finally capitulates. With a single lamp left on, we snuggle under the covers, entangle ourselves in each other as far as possible, and lie still. I yawn, close my eyes, and will myself to lose consciousness. But something strange happens. I don’t know whether it’s the contact with Max, or the memories stirred up by the bed, but it’s not long before I’m wide awake again, fully alert, and feeling distinctly horny. 
 
    ‘You awake?’ Max whispers. 
 
    ‘Uh huh.’ 
 
    ‘Me too.’ It’s pretty obvious that he wants what I want. I can virtually hear it in his voice. 
 
    ‘Can’t sleep,’ I admit. 
 
    ‘Me neither.’ His eyes flick open. ‘So...what shall we do?’ 
 
    ‘Umm.’ We squint at each other. ‘Oh, I’ve got an idea.’ Taking care not to hurt him, I make a move, manoeuvring myself to straddle his body. 
 
    ‘Oh, that sort of idea?’ he laughs. 
 
    ‘The best sort.’ I grind against his cock, enjoying the fact that it’s hard and warm. It’s not long before I’m aching with need. 
 
    ‘This could be difficult.’ Giving me a wicked look, he lifts his right hand. ‘Manual dexterity issues.’ 
 
    ‘Which we can work around,’ I remind him, smoothing my hands across his stomach and never once breaking eye contact. ‘But I need to warn you, Mr Delaney. I’m going to have to take control.’ 
 
    ‘Fair enough.’ He reaches up with his left hand, and trails the back of a finger over my breasts. ‘But I need to warn you, Miss Fairbrother. As a dominant type, I can only agree to this on a temporary basis.’ 
 
    ‘Believe me, I wouldn’t want it any other way.’ I adjust my position. ‘Now, hands up, mister.’ 
 
    Eyes widened in mock horror, he can’t help grinning as he slowly raises his damaged hands to the pillow. 
 
    ‘You know...’ Taking in the definition of his pecs, I trace a fingertip across his chest. ‘You’ve given me plenty of pleasure on this bed.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed I have,’ he confirms with pride. 
 
    ‘So it’s only right I give you some in return.’ I glance at the bedside table and bite my lip. 
 
    ‘What are you thinking?’ 
 
    ‘Not telling.’ 
 
    Realisation appears in his eyes. ‘I am not wearing a blindfold.’ 
 
    ‘I’m afraid you don’t get a say.’ Before he can stop me, I’m up on my knees and sliding open the drawer. ‘Ah, hello old friend.’ Retrieving a slip of black silk, I sit on my haunches and dangle it over him. 
 
    ‘Ella...’ 
 
    ‘Hands back where they were.’ 
 
    ‘But I want to see you.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t always get what you want.’ Determined, I nod to the headboard. 
 
    He clamps his lips together, gives up complaining and does as he’s told. 
 
    ‘Every now and then,’ I tell him, leaning over and slipping the blindfold onto his head, ‘it’s good to try something new.’ 
 
    ‘Is it?’ His lips twitch. 
 
    ‘Oh, yes. And I should know. I’m talking from personal experience. See you later.’ With a kiss, I pull the blindfold over his eyes and sit back to survey his body. ‘Now, where to start?’ 
 
    It’s a rhetorical question. I know exactly what to do. Admiring what’s mine – the sheer power and perfection of his torso – I skim my palms across his stomach, up to his chest, over his shoulders and down his arms. After repeating the process a few times, I finally lean in to touch my lips against his. He’s already desperate for more. I can tell as much when he releases a breath and tips his head back a little, allowing me to deliver a long, unhurried, totally tantalising kiss. 
 
    When I’m finished, I adjust my position and set about trailing lips across his chin, his neck, his pecs, soaking up the taste of his skin, occasionally pausing to check on the results, and more than satisfied to discover tightening muscles, a deepening smile and a chest that’s rising and falling with increasing agitation. At last, I move again, parting his legs to settle between a pair of strong thighs. Getting onto my hands and knees now, I kiss his stomach, following the V-line down on the left before doing the same on the right. It’s then that I lean back on my haunches and turn my attention to his legs, sweeping fingertips up the inside of his thighs and drawing ever closer to his crotch. 
 
    ‘Please, Ella...’ 
 
    I’ve worked him into a tizzy, and I couldn’t be happier. Deciding it’s time to ramp things up a little, I take his balls in my left hand and begin to massage them. At the same time, I wrap the fingers of my right hand around his shaft and patiently run them up and down, over and over again. 
 
    ‘Oh God,’ he moans. 
 
    The signal for me to increase the rhythm and pressure. And while his breathing grows ever more shallow, I lean in, securing my lips around the top of his cock, and lick at the glans. 
 
    ‘Shit...’ 
 
    I take him deeper into my mouth now, sucking gently while my hands continue to do their job. When I finally sense a change in him – the prelude to an orgasm – I push him right to the limit before letting him fall back. 
 
    ‘What?’ he gasps. 
 
    Releasing him from my mouth, I raise my head. ‘Patience,’ I warn sternly. 
 
    ‘Just finish me off.’ 
 
    ‘What’s the magic word?’ 
 
    ‘Now,’ he growls. 
 
    ‘I suppose that’ll have to do.’ 
 
    Tightening my hold on his shaft, I take him back into my mouth, as deep as I can, and dive in for the endgame. With the foundations thoroughly laid, it’s not long before my efforts are rewarded. Raising his buttocks – and me – from the bed, he grits his teeth, and groans. 
 
    ‘I’m coming.’ 
 
    I withdraw my mouth and watch intently as semen spills from him. When he’s finally emptied, he rips off the blindfold and squints into the light. 
 
    ‘Fucking hell, woman. Are you trying to kill me?’ 
 
    ‘Absolutely not.’ I lean in and lick semen from the tip of his penis. 
 
    ‘Jeez.’ He lets his head flop back again. ‘Where did you learn that?’ 
 
    ‘Just making it up as I go along. Was it alright?’ 
 
    ‘Alright?’ His eyes widen. ‘That was the best fucking blow job I’ve ever had.’ 
 
    ‘Jolly good.’ 
 
    ‘Get up here, now.’ He beckons me into his embrace. 
 
    With no hesitation at all, I do as I’m told, snuggling into his body and lapping up its warmth. 
 
    ‘I love you. I bloody love you. And I’ll never stop loving you.’ He kisses me with a tenderness that threatens to crack me to pieces. ‘Let’s move in together, run a publishing house, get married and all that...’ 
 
    ‘Excuse me?’ Thoroughly surprised, I raise my head. ‘Is that the orgasm speaking?’ 
 
    ‘Possibly.’ 
 
    ‘But you just proposed.’ 
 
    ‘I think I did.’ He looks at me, expectantly. 
 
    ‘My God, Max. Don’t you think it’s a bit soon?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe.’ He steadies his breathing. ‘Okay. Let’s just call it a pre-proposal.’ 
 
    ‘Good idea.’ 
 
    Cocooned in the moment and completely at ease, we admire each other for a while. 
 
    ‘Tell me you’ll think about it,’ he murmurs at last. 
 
    ‘I do,’ I murmur back, shortly before giving myself a good mental slap. I’ve just made a slip Dr Freud would be proud of. ‘I mean, I will.’ 
 
    With a knowing chuckle, he slips an arm around me. ‘I owe you an orgasm,’ he yawns. ‘Just need to think up a plan.’ 
 
    ‘No rush. I’m playing catch-up.’ 
 
    Eyelids drooping, I snuggle against his neck and drink in his scent. I’m half-way to oblivion when he makes an unexpected announcement. 
 
    ‘No. Still can’t sleep.’ 
 
    And then he hits me with a second unexpected proposition. 
 
    ‘Fancy a walk?’ 
 
    I jolt awake. ‘A walk?’ 
 
    ‘Putting one foot in front of the other.’ He wiggles his eyebrows. 
 
    ‘Are you mad?’ 
 
    ‘Never been saner in my life. I’m working on a list, and I want to get it done. I think it’s time we ticked off number four.’ 
 
    ‘You are mad.’ I yawn. ‘Okay. In a minute.’ 
 
    It’s actually more like five minutes before we make a move. After retrieving my clothes from upstairs and getting dressed, I help Max into his pants, jeans and shirt. Finally, I order him to sit on the edge of the bed while I slip his socks and shoes back on. 
 
    He watches me with an indulgent smile. ‘You do realise I’m going to need help getting dressed every morning, at least for a while?’ 
 
    ‘Can’t Mrs Keele help?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t trust the woman.’ 
 
    I giggle. ‘You think she’s after your body?’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    ‘Big head.’ I tap his right foot. ‘There. You’re ready.’ 
 
    ‘And you’re a natural.’ He stands up. ‘No two ways about it. You’re the only person I trust to dress me. You’re going to have to stay at mine for a while.’ 
 
    I know a ruse when I see one. And from the look on his face, I’d say this is some sneaky, underhand plan to get me moving in on a permanent basis. 
 
    ‘And what if I don’t?’ I ask. 
 
    ‘Then I’ll have to go to work naked.’ 
 
    While he makes his way over to the wardrobe, opens a door and inspects the contents, I cock my head to one side and realise I don’t even mind being the victim of some sneaky, underhand ruse. I’d love nothing more than to wake up to his handsome face for the rest of my life. 
 
    Decision made, I follow him to the wardrobe. ‘What are you looking for?’ 
 
    ‘Throws.’ 
 
    ‘Let me.’ Nudging him to one side, I locate the throws, drape one around his shoulders and take one for myself. 
 
    ‘That’s better,’ he grins. ‘I’m pretty sure there’s nothing romantic about freezing your bollocks off.’ 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    In a comfortable silence, we descend the steps at the front of the club, stroll round to the back of the West Wing and pass through the arboretum. At the far end, we pause to take in the scene: a sky giving way to dawn – touched here and there by a hint of blue or a delicate wisp of cloud – swaths of black and grey dissolving quickly, the first rays of Autumn sunlight returning form and colour to a well-tended lawn, a lake, a boathouse emerging from the shadows, the outline of treetops beyond. 
 
    ‘A new beginning,’ Max smiles, holding out his left arm. 
 
    ‘Definitely.’ 
 
    With my hand placed in his, we walk out across the grass to an old iron bench at the lakeside, where we settle down next to each other, rearranging the throws so we’re both wrapped up. While Max drapes an arm around me, I lean in to him, drinking in the morning’s serenity, watching as the last remnants of night disappear. 
 
    ‘I’m going to be a better man for you,’ he says quietly. 
 
    I sit up straight and lock eyes with him. ‘You don’t need to be a better man.’ Not with what I know. ‘I love you just the way you are.’ 
 
    ‘There’s a song in that,’ he laughs. Then he’s serious again. ‘Believe me, there’s plenty of room for improvement. I need to make some changes.’ He looks out over the lake. ‘But first things first. I want you by my side at the funeral.’ 
 
    ‘But I didn’t know your father.’ 
 
    He turns back to me. ‘Doesn’t matter. You won’t be there for him. You’ll be there for me.’ His eyes flash with earnest desperation. ‘Please, Ella. I need you.’ 
 
    I reach up and touch his cheek. ‘Okay. For you.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ He lands a chaste kiss on my lips. ‘And now...there’s something you need to know.’ 
 
    My heart thumps with anticipation, and I think of Sebastian’s words, wondering if it’s already happening, if I’m about to enter those inner circles of Delaney trust. 
 
    ‘DelCorp,’ he says. ‘It’s all mine.’ 
 
    Nothing new there. I give him a nod and wait for more. 
 
    ‘So now I can do what I like.’ He chews at his lip, a little uncertain perhaps. ‘The truth is, I don’t want to spend the rest of my life running it.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘So what will you do?’ 
 
    I’m half-expecting him to inform me he’s going to step back, maybe install a CEO in his place. Instead, he totally amazes me. 
 
    ‘I’m going to take it all to pieces...dismantle it...sell it off.’ 
 
    Stunned into silence, I can do nothing but gawp. 
 
    ‘The only thing I plan on keeping is Phillips.’ 
 
    ‘But...’ More gawping ensues. 
 
    Very gently, he touches my chin and encourages my lips back together. ‘It’s always been the plan, even before I met you.’ His eyes twinkle. ‘A while ago, I managed to convince the old man we needed to branch out into publishing. He liked the idea, thought we’d be expanding the empire. He didn’t have a clue it was the only thing I’d ever wanted to do.’ He tips his head towards me. ‘I wasn’t joking about us running a publishing company together. We’ll need something to keep us busy when we’re not having sex.’ 
 
    I’d laugh at that, if I weren’t currently struggling to take it all in. DelCorp. The biggest media empire in Europe. And the man at the top’s about to pull it all apart. Once the world finds out, there’ll be a storm of intrigue. There’s already one in my head, and it’s demanding the answer to one simple question. 
 
    ‘Is this revenge?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ he answers simply. ‘You think I’m getting back at my father, destroying everything he ever achieved because he destroyed my mother. But it’s not that. The truth is DelCorp doesn’t make me happy. It’s never brought me any sense of achievement.’ Using his left hand, he rearranges the throws, making sure I’m covered. ‘I’ve never wanted all that power. Never believed it should be in the hands of just one man.’ 
 
    I think about it, and come up with the worst scenario. If Max dismantles DelCorp, what’s to stop some bona fide megalomaniac gathering up all the pieces and taking over? 
 
    He senses my unease. ‘What’s the matter?’ 
 
    ‘There’ll be others who want all that power. DelCorp might just reappear under a different name, owned by someone else. Maybe someone with no scruples.’ 
 
    ‘Well, that’s the way of the world. Always has been. I’ve done my bit. Can’t do any more. The Prince of Darkness is about to retire.’ 
 
    ‘Fucking hell.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t think you’d mind.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t mind. I’m just a bit...’ 
 
    ‘Shocked?’ 
 
    ‘To put it mildly.’ I shake my head. ‘And anyway, how on earth do you break up something like DelCorp?’ 
 
    ‘With great difficulty.’ He shrugs. ‘It’s going to take a while. We’ll be selling the newspapers first, and the magazines. Then we’ll get rid of various other assets and interests. The communications holdings come last. They’re the most sensitive.’ His eyes cloud a little. ‘We need to keep this quiet. If anyone smells weakness...’ 
 
    I put a finger to his lips. ‘I’m saying nothing. I’m invested in this.’ 
 
    ‘Glad to hear it.’ He kisses the finger. 
 
    I lower my hand. 
 
    ‘And you’re not just going to help me run Phillips,’ he says. ‘I’m setting up a foundation. We’re going to do some good stuff with it.’ 
 
    ‘Good stuff?’ 
 
    ‘Yup. I need to balance out all those years of being an evil bastard.’ He gives me an impish grin. ‘And I’m going to need some help. Don’t really know where to start with doing good stuff. Your input would be much-appreciated.’ 
 
    ‘Jesus,’ I breathe. ‘Everyone’s going to think you’ve lost it.’ 
 
    ‘Let them. I don’t care.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll be there for you,’ I tell him, in awe of this man I’ve misjudged so badly – this beautiful, caring, wonderful human being. 
 
    ‘Another song,’ he quips. 
 
    I roll my eyes. ‘I’ll be there to support you...until all you’ve got is all you want.’ 
 
    ‘All I want is right here.’ As if he’s in a dream, he blinks slowly, lazily. ‘And talking of songs.’ Leaning to one side, he fumbles under the throw, grunting and sighing until he eventually produces his mobile. ‘I’ve been listening to this.’ He flicks an index finger over the screen. ‘And I don’t think it’s just about wanting to return to your childhood.’ 
 
    The first few bars of ‘I’m Going Back’ ring out. 
 
    Placing the mobile on the bench, he wraps his arm back around me. ‘I think it’s about making life simpler when you’re all grown up. Listen.’ 
 
    I suppose it’s inevitable. While the song plays and I bask in Max’s gaze, I find myself thinking of Mum. Only this time, there’s no resentment, no frustration, no anger...because I’m finally at peace with the troubles of the past, and ready to move on. Feeling stronger for it, I listen to the lyric – more carefully than I’ve ever done before. 
 
    ‘You’re right,’ I tell him when the music finally fades. ‘This should be our song.’ 
 
    ‘Agreed.’ He gives me a smile that’s completely open, totally carefree. ‘I never thought it was possible, but it is. Being with you, I feel like a weight’s lifted from me. Life doesn’t need to be complicated any more...because I love you.’ 
 
    ‘And I love you too, Max. In fact, I bloody love you, and I’ll never stop loving you.’ 
 
    ‘That’ll do me,’ he laughs, before drawing me in for a long kiss. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
    Nine months later 
 
      
 
    ‘Max!’ 
 
    Sebastian’s voice startles both of us. 
 
    ‘Fuck.’ Max raises his head from my crotch. 
 
    ‘Max! I know you’re in there.’ 
 
    ‘Double fuck.’ 
 
    ‘Answer him,’ I gasp. 
 
    With a frown, he blows out an exasperated breath. ‘What is it?’ he calls. 
 
    ‘What is it?’ Even from behind a closed door, I can tell Sebastian’s thoroughly pissed off. ‘It’s bad manners to disappear at a wedding, Max. And particularly bad manners at my wedding.’ 
 
    He sits back on his haunches. ‘Ella was feeling tired.’ 
 
    ‘My arse.’ 
 
    ‘She just needed a quick lie down, but she’s okay now. We won’t be long.’ 
 
    ‘Five minutes,’ Seb shouts. 
 
    ‘Make it ten,’ Max shouts back, gazing longingly at a spot between my legs. 
 
    ‘Make it five. And then I’m breaking down this fucking door.’ 
 
    I stifle a giggle. 
 
    ‘I don’t know what his problem is,’ Max grumbles. 
 
    ‘The best man disappearing off for an hour. Not exactly good form.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose you’ve got a point.’ He runs a palm down the outside of my right thigh. ‘Five minutes, though. That’s enough time for another fuck, right?’ 
 
    ‘Are you kidding?’ 
 
    Shuffling from between my legs, he flops onto his back. ‘Bollocks.’ 
 
    ‘Careful now.’ I roll over and smile at him. ‘You’re turning into a sex addict.’ 
 
    ‘Is it any wonder?’ Eyes glittering, he shifts a lock of hair from my face. ‘My girlfriend’s the most beautiful, sexy woman in the world.’ 
 
    ‘Come off it.’ 
 
    ‘No word of a lie. I could spend all day in bed with her.’ 
 
    ‘All day?’ 
 
    ‘Every day,’ he confirms, skimming a finger across my lips. 
 
    ‘But not today.’ I plant a kiss on it. ‘Because today’s your brother’s day.’ 
 
    ‘I know, I know.’ Still vibrant with lust, his eyes linger on mine. And then, he brusquely pushes himself up from the bed. ‘Weddings, eh?’ 
 
    ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing much.’ With a nonchalant shrug, he goes in search of clothes. 
 
    ‘You don’t like them?’ 
 
    ‘They’re alright.’ He locates his pants and slips them on. ‘Better than funerals.’ Retrieving his socks, he sinks into the armchair and gets on with turning them right-side-out. ‘I suppose it’s different when it’s your own.’ 
 
    ‘You think?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, probably.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, probably?’ I get to my feet and head for the chaise longue. 
 
    ‘You okay?’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ I lie, pulling on my bra and knickers. 
 
    In actual fact, I’m bristling. After Christophe’s arrest, I never once spent another night under my own roof, only ever visiting to sort out my belongings and move them to Hanover Terrace. The truth is a few days of caring for Max merged seamlessly, and quite inevitably, into the perfect cohabitation: a heady brew of laughter, friendship, sex and love. It’s no wonder I’m now waiting for that hasty pre-proposal to turn into something else, and suffering the occasional bout of frustration along the way. I’m just glad I’ve managed to keep it all under wraps...at least, so far. 
 
    ‘Weddings, eh?’ I shrug myself back into my dress, realising the day’s events are stoking matters up. 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing.’ 
 
    I slip on my heels and turn to face him, only to be knocked completely off-balance. Fully dressed now and resplendent in his morning suit, he’s clutching a shoe in each hand and studying me with a brooding intensity that liquefies my insides. 
 
    ‘I don’t think I’ll ever get tired of looking at you,’ he says. ‘Even when you’re pissed off.’ 
 
    ‘I am not...’ 
 
    ‘And I’ll never get tired of going down on you,’ he interrupts. ‘And fucking you stupid.’ Dropping the shoes, he marches over and pulls me in for a kiss. ‘Sod it, woman. I can’t keep my hands off you. You’re driving me round the bend.’ 
 
    Which is why, I suppose, he dragged me off to his former room about an hour ago, and ravished me to within an inch of my life. Not that I’m complaining. 
 
    ‘Well...’ I reach up and tidy his hair. ‘Today of all days, a little self-control might be in order.’ 
 
    And that goes for me too. Already regretting my impression of a spoilt brat, I remind myself that Mr Delaney is all mine. And that should be enough. He’ll propose when he’s good and ready. 
 
    ‘Fair enough. Self-control.’ His gaze falls to my necklace. He stares at it for a few seconds before touching the tiny silver heart. ‘Why didn’t you wear the original?’ he asks. 
 
    ‘That old thing?’ 
 
    With Christophe behind bars for the foreseeable future, the police finally returned my childhood necklace last week. It’s tucked away in a drawer now, but not forgotten. 
 
    ‘But it means so much to you.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, it does. But this one means more.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘Because you gave it to me.’ And that’s not all. There’s something else. A silly little notion that’s steadily grown on me. ‘I like to think it’s your heart, Max,’ I tell him, hoping to prod him a little closer to action. 
 
    Lips curve up at the edges. ‘It is,’ he confirms, in a voice loaded with pride. ‘I gave you my heart the day I gave you this.’ He touches the pendant again. ‘And it’s yours to keep forever.’ 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hand in hand, we wander through the lobby and take a left into what used to be The Circle. Still retaining the stylish Art Deco theme, the club’s facelift is almost complete. With the transformation to high-end hotel in its later stages, most of the bedrooms and lodges have been renovated, the communal area dismantled and the grand ballroom restored to its former glory. It’s a hive of activity just now: a bustle of hired staff clearing away the remnants of the wedding breakfast and preparing for the evening’s celebrations. Threading our way past tables, and dodging the occasional worker, we step out through the doors at the rear. 
 
    Pausing at a makeshift bar to pick up a glass of champagne, we take in the scene: a grand, white marquee at the far end of the arboretum; a canopy of delicate, interlaced branches overhead guarding more tables, each one decorated with a display of beautiful white roses and surrounded by a group of guests, all drinking, chatting and laughing in the dappled evening light. Mostly Delaney friends and distant family, including regular members of club staff who’ve been given the day off. 
 
    I take a sip of champagne and share a thought with Max. ‘It’s a shame there’s no one here for Evie.’ 
 
    ‘You know why,’ he murmurs. 
 
    I certainly do. After moving in with the ex-Prince of Darkness, I was quickly admitted to the innermost circles of Delaney trust...only to find them well and truly crammed with drama. 
 
    ‘Still,’ I muse. ‘It’s sad.’ 
 
    ‘Can’t be helped,’ Max reminds me. ‘There’s no family left. She hasn’t seen old friends for years. But she’s built a new life here with Seb. New family, new friends. That’s all that matters.’ 
 
    Thinking of his role in Evie’s story – how he earned her love and absolute regard – I give him an admiring look. ‘Well said.’ 
 
    His eyes glimmer. ‘I’m glad you get on with her.’ 
 
    ‘Why wouldn’t I? She’s a fantastic woman.’ 
 
    ‘Just like you.’ Max raises his glass. ‘Here’s to new friends.’ 
 
    ‘And old ones.’ I glance round. ‘Where is Marnie?’ 
 
    It’s not long before I find her. Sitting in the shade with Ned, she’s deep in conversation and obviously loved-up. I watch him place a hand over hers, and lean in for a long kiss. 
 
    ‘Look.’ I nudge Max excitedly. ‘It’s getting serious over there.’ 
 
    He follows the direction of my nod. 
 
    ‘Good Lord,’ he exclaims. ‘We’ll have another wedding on our hands before long.’ 
 
    ‘You reckon?’ 
 
    ‘I have it on good authority.’ He touches the side of his nose and winks. 
 
    It’s enough to set off another unwanted surge of marriage-related exasperation. ‘Weddings, eh?’ I mutter. 
 
    Seemingly oblivious to my inner turmoil, Max holds out a hand. ‘Shall we?’ he asks, motioning to a table where Sebastian and Evie are busy cooing over their son. 
 
    I slip my hand into his, and we approach. 
 
    ‘Ah, there you are,’ Sebastian beams, taking the baby from Evie with utmost care. ‘Now, I know you two love birds can’t keep your hands off each other, but this is our wedding day.’ 
 
    While I blush, Max shrugs. And then, like the perfect gentleman, he makes sure I’m seated before he takes a chair next to his brother. 
 
    ‘You know...’ Sebastian grins, ‘I always wanted to see you find love, but now it’s finally happened, you’re a sodding pain in the arse.’ 
 
    ‘Be quiet, Cyril.’ 
 
    ‘Shut it, Peregrine.’ 
 
    ‘At least that’s only my middle name,’ Max counters. ‘Big mistake getting married in front of this lot.’ He waves a hand. ‘Cyril Sebastian Delaney. Now the whole world knows your real name, you’ll never live it down.’ Having won the opening argument, Max sends his brother a smug, self-satisfied smile. 
 
    With nothing to say in return, Sebastian hands him the baby. ‘Here. William wants to spend some time with his uncle.’ 
 
    ‘What? No!’ Fumbling with the tiny bundle, Max looks down at his nephew as if he’s an unexploded bomb. 
 
    ‘He won’t bite. No teeth...not yet,’ Sebastian chuckles mischievously. 
 
    ‘No teeth.’ With a frown, Max rearranges William so he’s comfortable. Even though he doesn’t know it, he’s a natural. 
 
    ‘Do you mind looking after him for a while?’ Sebastian asks. ‘It’s just we need to mingle a bit.’ 
 
    I’m surprised to find him already on his feet, and Evie too. 
 
    ‘Yes, you do that,’ Max smiles. ‘I won’t drop him.’ 
 
    ‘You’d better not,’ Evie laughs. ‘We’ll talk later, Ella. And by the way, Max, did you get that thing from your car?’ 
 
    ‘Not yet. I’ll get it later. Off you trot.’ 
 
    I watch the happy newlyweds wander off to the marquee before I ask my burning question. ‘What thing?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing important.’ 
 
    While Max busies himself with readjusting the baby again, I examine William’s tiny features – the adorable spit of his father’s – and imagine what Max Junior might look like. And then I let out a despairing sigh, because I want it all with Max. I know I do. Marriage and children. And although I’ve resolved to let him propose on his own terms, try as I might, until he makes that first move, my irritation’s going nowhere. 
 
    ‘The Delaney empire’s expanding again.’ He tickles his nephew’s nose. ‘But in the right way this time.’ 
 
    ‘It certainly is.’ I take another sip of champagne and let my mouth run away with itself. ‘So, what’s your take on these things?’ 
 
    ‘What things?’ 
 
    ‘Babies?’ Good God. I must have drunk more than I thought. 
 
    ‘My take?’ He squints up at the sky and seems to think deeply before delivering his verdict. ‘I’d say...they’re small human beings.’ 
 
    ‘Small human beings...’ I huff. 
 
    ‘Got something on your mind, Miss Fairbrother?’ He smiles at me, archly. 
 
    I bite my lip and decide to dive straight in. ‘Yes, I have, Mr Delaney. I’m assuming this is a permanent arrangement.’ 
 
    ‘What is?’ 
 
    ‘Us.’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ His eyes gleam. ‘You’re never getting rid of me.’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t want to. But we’ve never talked about these things.’ I nod at the baby. ‘Small human beings.’ 
 
    He smiles down at his nephew. ‘We can do it now, if you like.’ 
 
    ‘Right.’ 
 
    ‘So?’ 
 
    ‘Well.’ I swallow. 
 
    ‘Just say what you need to say, Ella.’ 
 
    ‘Okay.’ I swallow again. ‘Do you want them...or not?’ 
 
    That little crease appears between his eyebrows. ‘If you want them, I want them. If not, we’ll get a cat.’ 
 
    ‘A cat?’ For fuck’s sake. ‘I’m allergic to cats. And you need to want children yourself, not just to make me happy.’ 
 
    ‘Is that so?’ 
 
    ‘Of course that’s so,’ I huff. ‘It’s a huge commitment. If we ever have one of these things, we’re not going to have much time for romance and sex.’ 
 
    ‘We are not cutting back on either.’ 
 
    ‘Try to be a little realistic.’ 
 
    ‘Realism’s overrated. I’m getting good at all that romance stuff. I like it. Don’t even need a list any more. And as for the sex, well I’m an addict, remember? You’re not going to deny me my fix.’ 
 
    ‘You’re trying to distract me. You’ve still not given me an answer.’ 
 
    ‘To what?’ 
 
    ‘My question.’ 
 
    ‘What question?’ 
 
    ‘Are you teasing me?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe.’ 
 
    William stirs. Max runs a finger down his cheek, then looks up at me, a playful grin touching his lips. ‘The truth is, Ella, before I met you, I’d never really thought about having one of these things. But now I have thought about it...’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘Well…’ 
 
    I’m about to prod again when we’re interrupted by Zach and Amy. 
 
    ‘How’s it going, brother?’ After seating Amy, Zach sinks into the chair next to Max. 
 
    ‘Great, brother,’ Max says. ‘And you?’ 
 
    ‘Couldn’t be better.’ Totally laid back, he stretches out his legs: the ruggedly handsome, fair-haired surfer-dude of a half-brother. ‘Lovely speech.’ 
 
    ‘I might have over-done the embarrassing stories,’ Max chuckles. 
 
    ‘Maybe you shouldn’t have mentioned the Action Men.’ 
 
    ‘But that’s the best one.’ 
 
    The two of them laugh. 
 
    ‘Zach tells me you’re about to sell the papers,’ Amy intervenes. 
 
    ‘Phase one, almost complete,’ Max confirms. ‘And we’re moving Phillips back to Soho.’ 
 
    ‘But didn’t you just move it to Docklands?’ She takes a sip of orange juice. 
 
    ‘We did.’ He glances at me. ‘But Ella prefers somewhere with a little more character. We’ve found a suitable place.’ 
 
    And I’m silently looking forward to the prospect of dragging him to Tony’s coffee shop. In fact, we should probably pay a visit next week. I can almost imagine the scene: ‘My Way’ blaring out in the background; Tony – suitably primed for the occasion – standing over Max and delivering a stern decree, Mafioso-style: ‘If you love this lady, propose to her now, Mr Delaney. Tony insists you make an honest woman of her.’ 
 
    ‘Things are moving on.’ Zach leans over to smooth William’s head. ‘Talking of which...we have some news.’ 
 
    ‘We certainly do.’ Amy leaves a suitably dramatic pause before making the announcement. ‘We’re expecting.’ She points at the baby. ‘One of these.’ 
 
    A wedding, and now another baby. Delighted, I spring to my feet, offer heartfelt congratulations and give Amy the biggest hug I can manage. I’m seriously pleased for both of them, for Sebastian and Evie too...but more than a little disappointed for myself. 
 
    ‘Two married. Two with kids.’ As if he’s read my mind, Zach eyes his brother expectantly. ‘You’d better get your skates on, Max.’ Rising to his feet, he holds out a hand. ‘Come on, wife. I demand a dance.’ 
 
    ‘No one wants to stick around,’ I grumble as soon as they’re out of earshot. 
 
    ‘I wonder why?’ Max laughs, making silly faces at William. 
 
    While I’ve got the chance, I resolve to return to the matter in hand. ‘So...that question.’ 
 
    He doesn’t answer. He’s suddenly distracted. ‘Ah, you’re back already.’ 
 
    I follow his gaze, only to find Seb and Evie standing over us. Thwarted again, I quickly bury the irritation and call up a smile. Time to be philosophical. Perhaps today just isn’t the day for a heart-to-heart. 
 
    ‘William’s bedtime,’ Evie announces briskly, taking the baby. ‘Say thank you to Uncle Max for looking after you.’ 
 
    On cue, the baby gurgles. 
 
    ‘Night, night, William,’ Max smiles. ‘And thanks for the help.’ 
 
    ‘Help?’ I squeak, thoroughly confused now. 
 
    ‘See you in a bit,’ Seb says. ‘We’ll settle this one down with the sitter, then we’ll be back downstairs.’ He winks at Max. ‘You need to get that thing from your car.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yeah. Almost forgot.’ He promptly gets to his feet and straightens his jacket. 
 
    ‘What thing?’ I demand. 
 
    He shrugs. 
 
    ‘And what did you mean?’ I point at the retreating couple. ‘Thanks for the help?’ 
 
    ‘Tell you later.’ He leans down and pecks me on the lips. ‘Chill your beans. I won’t be long.’ 
 
    Wrestling back a growl, I watch him disappear back into the ballroom. ‘Chill your beans,’ I mutter, swigging off my champagne. God, I love that man, but there’s no doubt about it: over the past few minutes, he’s managed to wind me right up. Determined to calm matters down a little, I resolve not to brood over whatever he meant or whatever he’s fetching from his bloody car. Instead, in an effort to distract myself and pass the time, I get my mobile out of my handbag and check for new texts. 
 
    The first is from Pat Devine. 
 
    I’m not backing down. I want the book dedicated to that lovely boyfriend of yours. He’s the one who got my mojo going. 
 
    I laugh to myself, thinking back to the heated discussion we had last week. With the book ready to go, I did my best to convince her it wasn’t such a good idea, but she’s still not giving up. 
 
    Fine. Have it your way! 
 
    The second from Larry. 
 
    Paris is gorgeous, darling. I’ve met a gorgeous piece of fluff. Home next week. Let’s have dinner. Has Mad Max proposed yet? 
 
    Wrestling back another growl, I send a quick reply. 
 
    Dinner, yes. Proposal, no. 
 
    And then, with little else to do, I spend the next few minutes searching the internet for a birthday present for Max. But what do you get a man who really does have everything? I’m just scrolling through a selection of blindfolds when I notice the time and realise he’s been gone almost half an hour. 
 
    ‘Bloody hell.’ I tap the table, huff and puff a little, and wonder how long it can possibly take to retrieve a ‘thing’ from his car. Deciding he must have been waylaid for a chat, I go in search of my errant boyfriend, only to find myself increasingly annoyed when I don’t find him in the ballroom, or the lobby, or the bar. I’m beginning to wonder if he’s gone upstairs with Sebastian when I’m stopped in my tracks at the desk. 
 
    ‘Hey!’ As glamorous as ever, Celine appears from the office. ‘Enjoying yourself?’ 
 
    ‘Yes...I was just...’ 
 
    ‘I’ve got something for you.’ 
 
    ‘You have?’ 
 
    ‘Yup.’ She delves into her handbag. ‘We’ve been tidying up, throwing stuff out.’ 
 
    I glance at the bare wall to my left. 
 
    ‘I’d noticed. Where have the portraits gone?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Seb’s sold them.’ She shakes her head. ‘They didn’t fit in with the new vibe. And what with the hotel actually getting a name, these don’t either.’ She hands me a little black card. ‘I found a pile of them. Thought you might like one...a little memento.’ 
 
    I turn the card in my hands, and smile at the Latin inscription. Nosce te ipsum. 
 
    ‘Know thyself.’ I have no idea why Seb chose it, but I do know what it means to me. While I’ve been getting to know Max Delaney, I’ve been getting to know the real Ella Fairbrother – and that entire journey started here. ‘Thank you. I lost the other one. I think I might have this framed.’ 
 
    ‘Good idea.’ She glances round. ‘It’s pretty much gone now, but at least the club did its job for you...and Max.’ 
 
    ‘You can say that again.’ I slip the card into my handbag. ‘And talking of the devil, have you seen him?’ 
 
    She smiles knowingly. ‘Not for a few minutes. But there is a gentleman outside.’ She points to the glass doors. ‘He’s waiting to speak to you.’ 
 
    My breath catches. ‘A gentleman? Who?’ 
 
    ‘Can’t say. But he’s on the front steps...and he has a proposition for you.’ 
 
    Realisation hits me smack in the face. There’s a gentleman waiting for me out on the steps...and he has a proposition...and that can only mean one thing. Briefly, I entertain a touch of regret – Yes, I’ve been an idiot, I’ve let annoyance get the better of me today, I really should have trusted Max, maybe picked up on the clues – but it doesn’t last long. In fact, it’s quickly swept away by a wild rush of exhilaration that knocks the breath right out of my lungs and leaves self-control threatening to spin off into the stratosphere. If I’m not too careful, I’ll be transformed into a gibbering idiot, and that just won’t do. 
 
    ‘Not another blindfold?’ I manage to ask. 
 
    With a sly smile, Celine makes her way back into the ballroom. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I’ve taken a couple of minutes to compose myself, but my heart’s thundering with excitement as I push open the door and emerge onto the front steps. 
 
    ‘Ah, there you are.’ 
 
    A gorgeous, twinkly smile melts me on the spot. It’s a miracle I can still speak. 
 
    ‘What’s going on?’ I grin, playing the fool. 
 
    ‘Just had to...’ He points back to the Bentley, ‘get a thing from the car.’ 
 
    ‘A thing?’ 
 
    ‘A thing.’ He nods slowly, takes in a breath, adjusts his position. ‘Now don’t think it hasn’t come to my attention, Miss Fairbrother, but over the past couple of weeks my girlfriend’s been nothing less than a steadily inflating balloon of irritation.’ 
 
    My grin deepens. ‘Nice metaphor.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ He bows theatrically. 
 
    ‘So what are you going to do about it?’ 
 
    ‘I’m going to pop you.’ 
 
    ‘Pop me?’ 
 
    ‘Indeed. With the thing.’ 
 
    His eyes remain firmly fixed on mine, and before long I’m hypnotised, drawn in by the whorls of coffee-brown, the little black spindles, the tiny flickers of gold. I could stay like this forever, drifting away in delicious anticipation, but he soon decides to speak again. 
 
    ‘Now,’ he says, shaking himself back to action, ‘I’ve been rehearsing this for a while, so I’d be eternally grateful if you wouldn’t interrupt too much.’ 
 
    With a shake of the head, I clamp my lips together and give him a damn good of-course-not type of frown. 
 
    ‘This is where we first met. Remember?’ 
 
    I nod. How could I ever forget? Flying head-first into a vision of male perfection: that horny gaze, the promise in those eyes. 
 
    ‘I wanted you as soon as I met you, but you already know that.’ 
 
    I nod again. 
 
    He motions to the terrace. ‘And when we talked, I wanted you even more.’ 
 
    I can’t help it. My lips part. ‘You must be a glutton for punishment.’ 
 
    ‘Masochistic. There’s no other word for it.’ He bites back a laugh and raises his index finger to his lips, a reminder to be silent. ‘Now where was I? Oh, yes. The next bit.’ He motions in the vague direction of the East Wing. ‘So, of course, there were the...shenanigans. And after those, I wanted you even more. Which is why I discovered your true identity and endeavoured to get to know you. Not an easy task. But then...’ He cocks his head and shrugs. ‘As if it could be possible, I wanted you even more.’ 
 
    ‘This really is nice, Max, and I do love stories, but could we get to the end now?’ 
 
    ‘You already know the end, Miss Fairbrother.’ He tuts. ‘I’d be extremely grateful if you could just control that smart mouth of yours and enjoy the ride.’ 
 
    ‘Rude.’ 
 
    ‘Inappropriate.’ 
 
    ‘Silence.’ He points to his head. ‘There’s a train of thought in here, and you’re in danger of derailing it.’ Both eyebrows rise. ‘Now, over the past few months, we’ve lived together and I’ve never been happier. It’s almost perfect.’ 
 
    I open my mouth to complain. 
 
    He silences me with a stern look and a raised hand. ‘Almost perfect,’ he repeats deliberately. ‘Because I still can’t get no satisfaction.’ He smiles proudly at his song reference. 
 
    ‘Hey, hey, hey. That’s what you say.’ 
 
    A quick bout of mutual laughter subsides into another long silence, fuelled by eye-contact and absolute love. 
 
    ‘There’s only one way to rectify this situation,’ he announces at last, and drops to one knee. ‘Look...’ Suddenly uncertain, he glances round. ‘I know a car park isn’t exactly romantic, but it seemed like a good idea at the time...because it’s where we met.’ He takes in a jittery breath. ‘I don’t know. Maybe we should do this somewhere else.’ 
 
    ‘This’ll do fine.’ 
 
    ‘It will?’ 
 
    I nod. ‘You’ve started, so you might as well finish.’ 
 
    ‘Fair enough.’ He swallows. ‘Now, you accepted my pre-proposal. At least, I thought you did. I was under that sort of impression...’ 
 
    ‘Max, just get on with it.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, well...’ He seems to rally himself. ‘Ella, I love you an awful lot more today than when I pre-proposed...back then. So...erm...I think it’s time for the real thing. I promise to...’ He looks up at the sky, as if praying for help. ‘Shit. I didn’t think it would be like this. I’ve forgotten what I was going to say.’ 
 
    ‘Max.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ 
 
    ‘Just look at me, and say what you want to say.’ 
 
    He blows out a breath, reaches into his jacket pocket and pulls out a small, black box. 
 
    My heartbeat trebles. 
 
    ‘This,’ he explains, ‘is the thing I got from the car.’ He opens the box, revealing a simple diamond engagement ring. ‘Now, where was I?’ Fixing those chocolate eyes back on me, he smiles. ‘I’ll never stop wanting you and wanting more. But right now, the ‘more’ I want, is this.’ He pauses. ‘Will you marry me, Ella Fairbrother? Do me the honour of becoming my wife, and all that?’ 
 
    I’m breathing hard and fast now. And the car park seems to be moving. In fact, at the edge of my blurring vision, it’s currently swirling into a vortex of gravel and luxury cars. 
 
    ‘Ella?’ 
 
    The sound of his voice puts an end to the maelstrom. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ I breathe, focussing in on Max. 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. I’ll marry you.’ 
 
    ‘You will?’ 
 
    ‘I will.’ I hold out my left hand. ‘Of course I bloody will. Now please put that ring on my finger.’ 
 
    Smiling broadly, he does as he’s told, slipping the ring onto my wedding finger with the utmost care before he rises to his feet, takes me in his arms, and seals the deal with the most passionate kiss I’ve ever experienced. 
 
    ‘Fucking hell,’ he laughs when he’s done. ‘We’re engaged.’ 
 
    ‘We so are,’ I laugh back. 
 
    ‘Weddings, eh?’ 
 
    I give him a little dig. ‘You’re a sod, Max.’ 
 
    ‘Just a little teasing. I love it when you’re all wound up.’ He takes my hand in his, and admires the ring. ‘So, when do you want to start producing little human beings?’ 
 
    ‘Max!’ 
 
    ‘Because I do want them.’ 
 
    ‘You do?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. I’m also allergic to cats. Have I ever told you that?’ He kisses the ring. ‘I would have proposed either way. I was curious about your take on children, seeing as we’ve never really talked about it. Thought it might be prudent to lay the cards on the table. William was a great help.’ 
 
    ‘You planned that?’ 
 
    ‘With Seb’s help.’ 
 
    ‘You devious bastards...’ 
 
    ‘It’s in the blood.’ 
 
    ‘Shamelessly using a poor little baby.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll pay him back for it one day.’ 
 
    I blink, shake my head. The details are finally clicking into place. ‘So Seb knew all about this?’ 
 
    ‘Yup. And Evie, and Amy and Zach.’ 
 
    ‘That’s why...’ 
 
    ‘They kept shooting off.’ His lips twitch. ‘I told Seb I wanted to do the dirty deed right here, and he said to wait for the wedding. No builders.’ 
 
    ‘But it’s Seb’s day. We should keep quiet about it for now.’ 
 
    Max shakes his head. ‘We’re telling everyone as soon as we get back inside. Seb wants it that way. ‘The best wedding present ever,’ he said. ‘A good news day for all the Delaneys.’ That’s why Zach and Amy announced the baby.’ 
 
    ‘Makes sense,’ I breathe, looking up at him in total admiration: my best friend, my amazing lover, my soon-to-be husband. Try as I might, I still can’t quite believe it, but falling down that weird, twisted rabbit hole last Autumn transformed my entire life...and landed me in my very own Wonderland. ‘I’m the happiest woman in the world. Do you know that?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I do.’ He moves a stray lock of hair from my face. ‘And it makes me happy to see you happy.’ A roguish glint appears in his eyes. ‘But are you absolutely sure you want to marry a man who’s ruthless, controlling and heartless?’ A sneaky reference back to an earlier conversation, if I’m not much mistaken. 
 
    ‘That’s not you, Max,’ I counter, deciding two can play at that game. ‘I’m a good judge of character, remember?’ 
 
    ‘Of course you are.’ He gives me a wry smile, a chaste peck on the lips. ‘Well...eventually.’ 
 
   
  
 



Author’s Note 
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading my book! I would love to hear from you. You can contact me on my Facebook page: 
 
      
 
    https://www.facebook.com/mandylee2015/ 
 
      
 
    Or on Twitter: 
 
      
 
    @mandylee2015 
 
      
 
    Or on my website: 
 
      
 
    http://www.mandy-lee.com 
 
      
 
    I certainly hope you had as much fun reading my book as I had writing it. If you liked it, please tell a friend – or better yet, tell the world by writing a review on Amazon. Even a few short sentences are helpful. As an independently published author, I don’t have a marketing department behind me. I have you, the reader. So please spread the word! 
 
      
 
    Thanks again. 
 
      
 
    All the best, 
 
      
 
    Mandy Lee 
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
Book One in the X, Y, Z Trilogy

MANDY LEE






